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SUMMARY 
This PhD analyses current processes and practices of the production of Acholi customary 
authority in northern Uganda. This study takes the current ‘post-post’ conflict arena as a 
‘critical moment’, to investigate how Acholi customary chiefs reposition themselves in a 
changing political landscape. During more than ten years of humanitarian and post-
conflict interventions, customary chiefs came to occupy an important position in donor-
driven transitional justice mechanisms. As important brokers between international aid 
agencies, the Ugandan government and Acholi communities, customary chiefs became 
key actors in peacebuilding programmes in northern Uganda. Today, however, these 
peacebuilding programmes have largely come to an end, and many aid agencies have left 
the region. The dwindling access to external donor funds has strongly affected customary 
authority in Acholiland.  
This dissertation focuses on the ways in which Acholi customary chiefs are coping with 
these current reconfigurations, by investigating collective as well as individual 
mechanisms deployed by chiefs to secure their power, authority and legitimacy. By 
applying the analytical categories of actors, resources, practices, registers and repertoires, 
the concept of chiefship in Acholiland is investigated in detail. The main aim of the 
research has been to understand how changing narratives on aid, peace and development 
as well as changes in external funding have impacted the position, roles, and authority 
of rwodi in Acholi society today. The main research question that guided this PhD was: 
‘how do rwodi in Northern Uganda establish customary authority today, to carve out a place for 
themselves in a changing ‘post-post-conflict’ landscape?’ 
The analysis focuses on different aspects of customary authority in its past and present 
manifestations. Additional concepts of brokerage, extraversion, contested co-production 
and bigmanity are applied to analyse the empirical data gathered during six months of 
fieldwork in west-Acholi region in Northern Uganda. Analysing manifestations of 
customary authority from this post-post conflict arena has led to critical insights in the 
long-term impact of international humanitarian- and peacebuilding programmes on the 
position, authority and legitimacy of Acholi customary chiefs. As such, the study 
provides a critical contribution to the academic debates on the complex relationship 
between protracted donor-interventions and the production of customary authority.  
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SAMENVATTING 
Deze PhD onderzoekt huidige processen en praktijken van de productie van traditionele 
vormen van autoriteit in de Acholi samenleving in Noord Oeganda. De studie vertrekt 
van de huidige ‘post-post’ conflict setting als een ‘cruciaal moment’ van waaruit we 
kunnen onderzoeken hoe Acholi traditionele autoriteiten of ‘chiefs’ zich herpositioneren 
in een veranderend politiek landschap. Gedurende meer dan tien jaar van intensieve 
humanitaire- en post-conflict interventies, zijn traditionele chiefs een belangrijke plaats 
gaan innemen in donor-gestuurde mechanismen van overgangsjustitie (transitional 
justice). Als belangrijke tussenpersonen die de internationale hulporganisaties, de 
Oegandese overheid en de lokale gemeenschappen met elkaar kunnen verbinden, 
werden deze traditionele chiefs sleutelfiguren in programma’s van vredesopbouw in 
Noord Oeganda. Vandaag, echter, zijn deze vredesopbouw programma’s grotendeels tot 
hun eind gekomen, en hebben vele externe hulporganisaties de regio verlaten. De 
afnemende toegang tot externe donor fondsen liet een sterke impact na op deze 
traditionele autoriteiten in Acholiland.  
Deze PhD focust op de manieren waarop traditionele Acholi chiefs omgaan met deze 
huidige veranderingen, doorheen de studie van collectieve en individuele mechanismen 
om hun macht, autoriteit en legitimiteit te bewerkstelligen en te behouden. Door het 
toepassen van de analytische categorieën van actoren, middelen, praktijken, registers en 
repertoires, wordt het concept van ‘chiefship’ in Acholiland in detail onderzocht. 
De hoofddoelstelling van het onderzoek is om na te gaan hoe veranderende narratieven 
met betrekking tot hulp, vrede en ontwikkeling, alsook veranderingen in externe steun 
een impact hebben gehad op de positie, de rol en de autoriteit van traditionele chiefs in 
de Acholi gemeenschap vandaag. De belangrijkste onderzoeksvraag doorheen deze PhD 
was de volgende: ‘Hoe verwezenlijken chiefs in Noord Oeganda op heden traditionele autoriteit 
om zichzelf een plaats verzekeren binnen dit veranderend post-post conflict landschap?  
De analyse focust op verschillend aspecten van traditionele autoriteit in haar vroegere en 
huidige vormen, door een kritische studie van diens belangrijkste actoren, praktijken, 
bronnen en registers. Bijkomende concepten uit de literatuur als brokerage, extraversion, 
contested co-production and bigmanity worden toegepast om de empirische data te 
analyseren die werd verzameld tijdens de 6 maanden van veldwerk in de West-Acholi 
regio van Noord Oeganda. Het bestuderen van de verwezenlijking van traditionele 
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autoriteit, vertrekkende vanuit deze post-post conflict setting, heeft geleid tot kritische 
inzichten in de lange-termijn impact van internationale humanitaire- en vredesopbouw 
programma’s op de positie, de autoriteit en de legitimiteit van traditionele Acholi chiefs. 
Op die manier biedt deze studie een kritische bijdrage aan de academische debatten met 
betrekking tot de complexe relatie tussen langdurige donor-interventies en de productie 
van traditionele autoriteit.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
1.1. Introducing the Problem Statement and Main Research Question 
While finishing the writing process of this dissertation, a book was published titled The 
Politics of Custom; Chiefship, Capital and the State in Contemporary Africa, edited by the great 
Comaroff couple (Comaroff & Comaroff 2018). This book brings together 11 chapters 
dealing with diverse manifestations of custom in Africa today. The introductory chapter 
presents contemporary practices, institutions and authorities of custom as arising out of 
the ‘changing character of the global economy’ characterised by ‘decentring of the state 
and the outsourcing of many of its functions, the deregulation of markets, the 
circumventing of national administrations by corporations, INGOs, and donor and 
development agencies, the pluralisation of sovereignties, jurisdictions, and modes of 
legitimation, the privatisation of public life and the empowerment of parochial 
authorities, communities, cultures and identities’ (p. 7). The book uses a ‘resurgence’ 
approach to traditional or customary chiefs in Africa, emphasising their ‘rising force’ 
despite global changes. In this sense, the book is not unique, and builds on a literature 
trend since the end of the 1990s on the revival of African custom and tradition. An edited 
volume published in 1999 on African Chieftaincy in a New Socio-Political Landscape (van 
Rouveroy-van Nieuwaal and van Dijk 1999) and another, one eight years later, on State 
Recognition and Democratization in Sub-Saharan Africa, A New Dawn for Traditional 
Authorities (Buur & Kyed 2007) strongly shaped the academic debate on the re-emergence 
of traditional or customary authority in a setting of democratisation, decentralisation and 
global governance. The notion of ‘return’, ‘revival’, ‘re-emergence’, ‘resurgence’ is a red 
line in these academic debates, as the remaining power of customary authorities is 
somehow ‘counterintuitive’ to these current African dynamics (Comaroff & Comaroff 
2018). As stated by Kyed and Buur (2006) for example, democratisation processes from 
the 1990’s in Africa were an important arena for traditional authorities, increasing instead 
of reducing their roles in local governance both informally through employing chiefs to 
mobilise electorates and formally through deliberate legislation. This literature was part 
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of my theoretical ‘luggage’ while going to ‘the field’, visiting Gulu for the first time in 
April, 2015. Eager to understand customary chiefs (or rwodi, sing. rwot in the local 
language Luo or ‘Acholi’) and their roles in transitional justice in northern Uganda, this 
luggage was further added with literature on the place of ‘tradition’ in peacebuilding 
mechanisms (see for example Allen & Macdonald 2013;  Huyse 2008; Lundy 2009; Rubli 
2012). However, what struck me from the moment I started to study rwodi and their roles 
and position today in Acholiland1, was that the notions of ‘revival’ and ‘resurgence’ 
appeared as rather faded notions. People talked about this resurgence as a process in the 
past, in reference to the ‘time of aid’, or the time the region had been over flooded with 
humanitarian aid agencies during and right after the war. But today seems to be yet 
another time, a post-aid time, and a post-resurgence time for the rwodi. This time 
appeared to me as a ‘critical moment’, in which rwodi were visibly trying to find their 
place. While they had been greatly supported by international donors during the peace-
process, in the form of capacity building, recognition and material support, this support 
had now largely ended, after more than ten years of ‘peace’2. This created a setting in 
which rwodi had to re-position themselves (once again), adjusting to this new social, 
political and economic landscape.  
I choose to take this process of repositioning by customary chiefs as the main focus of 
my research. This has translated itself, over time, into the following main research 
question: how do rwodi in northern Uganda establish customary authority today, to 
carve out a place for themselves in a changing ‘post-post-conflict’ landscape? 
Analysing manifestations of customary authority from this very ‘critical moment’, 
enabled me to study the long-term impact of international humanitarian and 
peacebuilding programmes on the transformation and continuously (re)positioning of 
customary authority in northern Uganda. This research objective was realised during an 
almost five-year research project, based on qualitative data during fieldwork in west-
Acholi region in northern Uganda. By zooming in on the different parts of my title 
(starting with the end, ending with the start), I present the main conceptual framework 
of this dissertation and elaborate on a number of sub-research questions that have further 
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1 Acholiland, refers to the northern Uganda districts occupied by a Luo ethnic group called Acholi. It 
includes the districts of Amuru, Agago, Gulu, Kitgum, Lamwo, Pader, Nwoya and Omoro. 
2 In the literature, the end of the war and the start of the post-conflict period is usually marked by the 
year 2006 when according to Allen et al, "an unfamiliar degree of stability and peace had been sustained", 
followed by the 2007 Government announcement of voluntary return of Internally Displaced Persons 
(Allen et al. 2010). 
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guided my dissertation, titled: to be a Chief and to Remain a Chief: The Production of 
Customary Authority in Post-Post Conflict Northern Uganda. 
1.2. Socio-Political Setting of the Research: ‘Post-Post’ Conflict Northern 
Uganda 
Let us start by the last part of the title. The general socio-political context of this research 
is one of the coming to an end of a long period of humanitarian- and post-conflict 
interventions in northern Uganda. From the start of the 2000’s onwards, humanitarian 
agencies had started to pour into northern Uganda. The aim was to tackle the effects of 
protracted crisis, violence and forced displacement that the region was suffering from as 
a result of the war between the LRA3 and the Ugandan army. When the war in northern 
Uganda came to an ‘end’ in 2006 (Allen, et al. 2010), this humanitarian presence only 
expanded, resulting in an impressive post-conflict peacebuilding ‘industry’ comprised of 
a diverse set of international and local actors (such as World Bank organisations, 
international advocacy groups, non-governmental organisations, UN and bilateral donor 
agencies, church-based charity organisations, and of course the local government, 
political elites as well as local community-based organisations). As will be described in 
detail in chapter 4 of this dissertation, this peacebuilding process opened up a political 
and socio-economic arena with new actors and new power reconfigurations (Allen 
2008a); Branch 2008; Nibbe 2011, Perrot 2010). From these reconfigurations and changing 
relations between local communities, international agencies and political elites, new 
forms of public authority emerged. The figure of the rwot, or customary chief in northern 
Uganda forms a fascinating example or case to study the effects of donor-driven post 
conflict interventions on public authority. ‘Cultural leaders’ were given a special role in 
this peacebuilding agenda. They had positioned themselves as important brokers and 
mediators in the peace talks, and they had been mobilised by international organisation 
as key ‘local partners’ to achieve a bottom-up and locally informed post-conflict 
reconstruction (Allen & Macdonald 2013; Quinn 2010). Customary authority found itself 
a new ‘stage’ in this donor-driven post-conflict reconstruction phase to manifest itself. 
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3 Lord Resistance Army, armed group or rebel movement (led by Joseph Kony) which emerged in the 
mid 1980’s, and is operational until today in the Central African Republic and the DRC. The movement is 
known for committing series of horrific human rights abuses in Northern Uganda. For a detailed reading, 
see Allen & Vlassenroot (2010).  
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Today, however, the region is experiencing a significant pull-out of international aid 
agencies, mostly those with a focus on humanitarian intervention. This withdrawal, 
started around 2012-13 has been triggered by a number of factors such as the global 
financial crisis leading to aid budget cuts and many NGOs in Uganda closing their doors, 
growing international criticism towards Museveni’s regime also resulting in aid cuts, 
humanitarian agencies leaving for the ‘next’ humanitarian crisis next doors in South 
Sudan and a government-led shift in its approach of northern Uganda from humanitarian 
to development aid. I would not claim the post-conflict phase is ‘over’, not the least 
because of the remaining challenges of a society having experienced intense violence, 
disruption and trauma on such a large scale. If post-post-conflict means the ‘completion 
of the post-conflict recovery’ in terms of ‘normal’ economic conditions, the repair of war 
damage and the completion of reintegration processes etc. (Brown et al. 2011), the way I 
use the term does not apply to this definition. My use of the post-post-conflict 
formulation is strongly informed by what I experienced on the ground while talking to 
customary leaders themselves. For them, but also for all those young people heaving 
invested heavily in NGO jobs in Gulu town4, the departure of the humanitarian agencies 
marked a certain change, and indeed the ‘start of the end’ of a particular constellation. By 
adding the ‘post’ adjective to post-conflict, I point at the situation as experienced today, 
during the past four years of my research. I do not claim it applies to what will come after 
this, it just describes this moment of re-configuration as I captured it. Nor does it claim a 
complete rupture with what came before, and using the post-post-conflict frame should 
not come at the expense of overlooking the continuities and legacies from conflict- and 
post-conflict governance and politics.  
In this dissertation, I will approach this moment as the current ‘political arena’ in which 
customary authority is being produced, negotiated and contested. The concept of political 
arena is borrowed from the theoretical framework which Hagmann and Péclard (2010) 
and Hansen (2004) developed to investigate the production of public authority and 
statehood in Africa (cf. infra). As a political space with a temporal, spatial and social 
dimension, the post-post conflict setting in northern Uganda is the specific ‘locus’ in 
which customary chiefs’ position and reposition themselves. The arena presents a 
political space in which various actors deploy a range of material and symbolic resources 

4 The main regional centre of northern Uganda. 
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to construct and negotiate their authority (Hagmann & Péclard 2010, p. 542). This will be 
further developed in the conceptual framework under 1.3. 
In this arena of shifting aid landscapes in northern Uganda, customary chiefs are in a 
process of redefining their position amidst relations between the state, the market, the 
donors, the communities. One of the questions I try to answer here thus is, how changing 
narratives on aid, peace and development as well as changes in external funding have 
impacted the position, roles, and authority of rwodi in Acholi society today. This post-
post-conflict phase presents a change what Comaroff & Comaroff (2018) call the 
‘economic and political geography’ of customary authority or chiefly power. This means, 
for example, that the political and economic resources used by customary chiefs to 
construct or produce their authority, have changed significantly. I quickly understood, 
that, to research and analyse the ways in which these chiefs try to navigate these changing 
configurations, I first needed to go back in time and understand in detail how conflict- 
and post-conflict peace processes had shaped customary authority in the first place. 
Therefore, a significant part of this dissertation is devoted to document the process of 
construction, deconstruction and reconstruction of customary authority over time.  
Apart from the work by Clare Paine (2014), no other in-depth study exists on the (re-
)emergence of customary authority right after the LRA war. The work on transitional 
justice in northern Uganda by for example Tim Allen (Allen 2007; 2008) does refer to the 
role of customary leaders, and Branch (2011, 2014) also refers to the transformation of 
authority of customary elders in Acholi society, but none of them devote special study to 
the customary chiefs in particular. I use all the existing bits and pieces in the available 
literature, combined with data from my own research to reconstruct these past processes 
(see chapter 3 and 4). To study the donor-driven forms, practices and institutions of 
customary authority during the post-conflict period. To emphasise the dual process of on 
the one hand the structural influences and on the other hand the rwodi’s own agency in 
constructing this customary authority, two additional theoretical approaches will be used 
(see chapter 4). Firstly, theory on the ‘local turn’ in peacebuilding and the role of 
traditional practices/actors in transitional authority (Hughes et al. 2015; Macdonald 2015; 
MacGinty & Richmond 2013); secondly, the theory on ‘development brokers’ (Bierschenk 
et al. 2002; Lewis & Mosse 2006).  
Despite their marginalisation during the war, where chiefs lost much of their authority 
in a setting of forced displacement, social disruption or what Dolan (2009) has called 
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‘social torture’, rwodi always continued to present themselves as crucial societal actors, 
particularly engaged in finding peaceful solutions to the violent conflict. As important 
brokers occupying a strategic position in northern Uganda’s post-conflict society, 
situated between international donors, the Ugandan state and ‘local communities’, their 
authority has been strongly affected by dynamics of external intervention. Both aid 
agencies and the Ugandan state recognised rwodi’s authority by identifying them as key 
actors in post-conflict reconstruction and peacebuilding interventions. For instance, the 
traditional justice mechanisms conducted by customary chiefs were given official 
recognition in 2007 as actions (and actors) providing transitional justice alongside 
amnesty and judicial prosecutions. Welcoming, cleansing and reconciliation rituals at the 
return of ex-LRA members (often strongly mediatised and largely attended) conducted 
by customary chiefs, were crucial ‘moments’ of visibility of chiefly authority and 
reinforced their legitimacy. By supporting customary chiefs and recognising their 
authority, international donors (and to a certain extent also the Ugandan state) did not 
only reinforce chiefs’ legitimacy, they also sought to reinforce the legitimacy of their own 
actions vis-à-vis the ‘local communities’.  
Northern Uganda, after the peace talks in 2006 is internationally recognised as a post-
conflict region, ‘peaceful’ now, since ten years. Although several authors have pointed 
out the many serious problems that continue to afflict post-conflict northern Uganda 
(Branch 2014; Meier 2013) at least on paper, part of the humanitarian incentives attracting 
hundreds of international aid organisations to northern Uganda have largely 
disappeared. Today, most of the ‘reception centres’ (through which returnees would pass 
to be assisted with their reintegration) have closed their doors, and with LRA members 
no longer massively ‘returning’ from the bush in northern Uganda, these ‘traditional’ 
rituals have gradually become exceptional. The discourse on reconciliation and peaceful 
reintegration, on which chiefs had established their position and their legitimation has 
gradually lost its relevance. The withdrawal of humanitarian agencies out of northern 
Uganda left the customary leaders, on an institutional as well as an individual level, with 
a crisis (although the different aspects of this ‘crisis are complex, as demonstrated in 
chapter 5).  
As much as this moment of ‘crisis’ also presents new openings for alternative productions 
of ‘chiefly authority’, it also reveals how humanitarianism and donor-driven transitional 
peace processes have not only shaped the material, social and economic landscape of 
northern Uganda, it has also shaped governance arrangements and institutions. By the 
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study of the effects of today’s ‘post-post-’ reconfigurations, we thus also better 
understand the long-term effects of past processes. These ‘past processes’, will bring us 
far back, way into the colonial and precolonial times (see chapter 3). To understand the 
current use of symbolic, historical, material and mythological resources by rwodi in their 
struggle to remain relevant, legitimate and respected, delving into this past is necessary. 
From a historical perspective, there seems to be interesting parallels between 
humanitarian- or peace-building agencies and pre-colonial slave traders, colonial 
administrators, and post-colonial political elites, in the instrumentalisation of customary 
authority for their political agendas. As the current ‘moment’ in which I write this 
dissertation, is the most recent episode of what the Comaroffs refer to as the ‘constantly 
changing global order’, customary authority is ‘being remade, alike substantially and 
substantively, in a complex counterpoint, a dialectical synthesis of partial truths, 
powerful mythologies and creolised practices born in the interstices of the past and the 
present’ (Comaroff & Comaroff 2018, p. 24). With my investigation of post-post conflict 
customary authority, one contribution to the academic debates is thus adding a critical 
nuance to the notions of customary or traditional ‘revival’ and ‘resurgence’, by focusing 
on the ‘what after’ setting.   
Let us move on to the middle and the central part of my title (and my dissertation in 
general): the production of customary authority 
1.3 The Production of (Legitimate) Customary Authority:  Definitions  
The term customary authority is used in this PhD to describe a specific form of public 
authority. As such, before developing my conceptual framework, let me start by 
presenting the definitions of public authority and legitimacy as it will be used in this 
dissertation, and situating it within the relevant academic debates.  
In their much-cited literature review on public authority in transitioning and conflict-
affected regions, Hoffmann & Kirk (2013) argued that to better understand the nature of 
public authority, in is necessary to uncover how it works in practice, rather than 
departing from a theory of the state. In their literature review, they noticed that the 
different approaches in the academic debates (hybrid political orders, political 
settlements, authority from below), all more or less departed from a Weberian notion of 
public authority, as ‘legitimate’ authority, implying a minimum of voluntary compliance 
and belief (Weber 1978 in: Hofmann & Kirk 2013, p. 8). Public authority is built on mutual 
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recognition: ‘on the one hand, those claiming public authority recognise the moral values 
and the norms of wider populations, while on the other, their claims are recognised as 
legitimate by those at whom they are directed (Hoffmann & Kirk 2013, p. 9). However, to 
understand the notion of legitimacy in this definition, these academic debates go beyond 
Weber’s trinity of ‘charisma, tradition, and rational-legal sources of power’. Legitimacy, 
following for example Lentz (1998) should be understood as the capacity to tactically and 
dynamically appeal to different beliefs, expectations, norms and values prevalent in a 
given society, through various material and symbolic practices. Lund posits that ‘the 
exercise of authority is intimately linked to the legitimacy of the particular institution. 
Not only in the sense that an institution has to be legitimate to exercise of authority, but 
especially because the exercise of authority also involves a specific claim to legitimacy’ 
(Lund 2006, 20-21). The institution in this PhD being customary leaders, the notion of 
legitimacy can be further studied from the literature on chieftaincy. The notion of 
‘upward’ vs ‘downward’ legitimacy is often discussed in this literature, referring to the 
particular setting of chiefs as brokers between their ‘base’ and outside actors (Kyed & 
Buur 2007; Mapedza 2007). We will discuss in detail how the recent history of donor aid 
and donor withdrawal has impacted on the balance between this upward and downward 
legitimacy. Verwijen & Van Bockhaven (forthcoming) have argued how in the 
construction of legitimate customary authority, both the provision of services as well as 
their position in patronage networks is importance. Relation between legitimacy and the 
position of chiefs within patronage networks will further be analysed using the concept 
of Big Man (cf. chapter 7), capturing the negotiation of legitimacy in interaction with other 
powerful actors in the political arena. It will become clear that chiefly legitimacy is 
constructed at several levels simultaneously, by an ambiguous, hybrid and dynamic 
combination of support/recognition from their communities, from international actors, 
and from the state (Ibreck & Pendle 2016).  
Public authority may be accorded to a variety of actors and institutions both within and 
beyond the state. As Lund (2006) has argued in his studies on public authority, ‘Africa 
has no shortage of institutions which attempt to exercise public authority’ (p. 685) 
(‘traditional leaders’ being one of them). The ‘public’ in public authority, is by authors 
such as Lund (2006), Titeca (2009), Hansen & Stepputat (2001) and Hagmann & Péclard 
(2010) identified as forms of ‘stateness’, or ‘statehood’, or ‘doing the state’, by non-state 
actors providing order, governance and public services. These provisions are important 
to legitimise their authority (Hansen & Stepputat 2001). Verweijen & Van Bockhaeven 
(forthcoming) have it that such a more flexible understanding of ‘stateness’ can 
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significantly advance the study of customary authority; ‘for instance, it allows for seeing 
how chiefs and other ‘authorities which are customary’ draw on different discursive 
registers of authority and are differently connected to, and influenced by, various 
dimensions of ‘the state’ (p. 22).  
Further, Hofmann & Kirk (2013) make a strong argument for an empirical understanding 
of public authority, looking into how power is practiced and legitimated. Their dynamic 
approach to public authority and its constantly changing nature is key in the definition 
which I will apply in this dissertation: public authority is an emergent property, always 
in production and never definitively formed (Hoffmann & Kirk 2013, p. 2). In my 
understanding of customary authority, this processual nature is key. Public authority is 
always in the making, and not the outcome of a lineal process (Hagmann & Péclard 2010) 
but to the contrary made and unmade in everyday encounters and struggles (Lund 2006). 
Using this definition, customary chiefs are constantly moving in and out of the capacity 
to exercise public authority’ (Lund 2006; van Rouveroy-van Nieuwaal & van Dijk 1999).  
1.4. Conceptual Framework 
To analyse the production and reproduction of customary authority in northern Uganda, 
it is crucial to further unpack the notion of public authority into a conceptual toolbox, 
which enables us to empirically investigate and critically analyse it in its diverse 
manifestations. To do so, I combine the analytical frameworks offered by on the one hand 
Hagmann & Péclard (2010) and on the other hand Hoffman & Kirk (2013). Hagmann & 
Péclard’s (2010) propose a framework to explore by whom and how governance, public 
authority or ‘statehood’ is fashioned. The ‘who’ and ‘how’ questions are approached by 
investigating public authority using the analytical categories of ‘actors’, ‘repertoires’ and 
‘resources’, and by recognising these may constantly change over time (Hagmann & 
Péclard 2010).  
Using the category of actors, Hagmann & Péclard (2010) aim to broaden the dominant 
perspective on statehood and governance by including non-state actors such as religious 
groups, vigilantes or armed groups, or in this case customary leaders. Following 
Hoffman & Kirk’s dynamic approach to public authority, in addition to ‘actors’ I add 
‘practices’ to these analytical categories. The main actor in my research (the customary 
chief) uses the available resources and repertoires to construct his authority through a set 
of specific practices.  
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The practises (or performances) are needed as conceptual category to understand the 
construction of (legitimate) customary authority. As my research tries to understand the 
construction of customary authority through ‘action’ in the form of everyday practices, 
this additional conceptual category is important to our general analytical lens from which 
to study customary authority in northern Uganda.  
In the next step, Hagmann & Péclard (2010) argue that to understand how actors exercise 
and negotiate public authority, we need to look at their repertoires and resources. 
Resources, ‘refer to the material bases of collective action; they include tangible and 
intangible assets such as bureaucratic capacities, organisational skills, finance and ability 
to mobilise funding, knowledge and technical expertise, control over violence, 
international networks, political alliances and access to state resources’ (p. 547). In a more 
general way, resources of public authority refer to the political, economic (financial) or 
cultural means or tools at an actor’s disposal to negotiate its power with other actors 
(Hagmann & Péclard 2010; Hofmann& Kirk 2013). For example, in the current ‘post-post’ 
conflict setting chiefs are not only confronted with the fading of the symbolic registers so 
crucial to realise their authority, but also the material resources that came with these 
registers (donor money). We will thus in this dissertation look into how customary 
authority is being drawn from accessing and redistribution material and political 
resources. Land remains for example a crucial customary resource which is being 
exchanged for legitimacy. To better understand the way in which chiefs have accessed 
these resources and convert them into authority, a number of additional concepts will be 
introduced: the concept of ‘brokerage’, the concept of ‘extraversion’ and the concept of 
Bigmanity.  
In parallel to material resources, actors also must have symbolic ‘repertoires’ to exercise 
power and to legitimise their authority (p. 548). What Hagmann & Péclard call here 
repertoires, others have called ‘registers’ of public authority (Hoffman & Kirk 2013; Lentz 
1998). In this dissertation I use both concepts, making a distinction that I deem important: 
As ‘register’, I consider the broader contextual expectations and norms ‘at work’ in a 
specific political arena. I use the concept of ‘register’ to refer to the different norms and 
values that emerge from a particular political setting, and which can dynamically be used 
by actors to construct their authority. As such, connecting to the broader literature on 
hybrid and local governance, what I consider registers here, more or less overlap with 
the notion of ‘non-material resources or repertoires’ used by Hansen & Stepputat (2001) 
and Hansen (2004) and what De Sardan (2011) has called ‘logics and norms’ (of 
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governance). To illustrate, as described in the former section 1.2., the dominant former 
‘register’ from which chiefs drew their legitimacy during the post-conflict interventions, 
was a register of a need for social harmony and stability through reconciliation and 
restoring damaged cultural values. Chiefs then strongly appealed to these ‘registers’ 
through actual ‘practices’ (such as reconciliation rituals) and by creating, mobilising, or 
appropriating different ‘repertoires’. I refer to narratives, discourses and vocabularies 
used or appropriated by chiefs to position themselves, such ‘transitional justice’ in the 
post-conflict ‘arena’ and ‘sustainable development’ in the ‘post-post’ conflict ‘arena’ and 
‘cultural authenticity’ as a more or less stable repertoire throughout different periods. 
I will use this conceptual toolbox of actors, practices, registers/repertoires and resources 
throughout the following chapter to structure my analysis.5 As we will observe, some 
notions such as ‘culture’, or ‘tradition’ or ‘custom’ appear at the intersection of different 
categories, being a register and a resource at the same time.  
In this dissertation, I use the term customary, where other authors use the term 
‘traditional’. As discussed by Verweijen and Van Bockhaven (forthcoming) both terms 
‘are inherently contested notions; this is not different for the Ugandan context (Quinn 
2014). My choice for the term ‘customary authority’ over ‘traditional authority’ is 
informed on the one hand by the debates within academic literature on the ‘artificial’ 
character of so-called traditional practices in post-conflict northern Uganda (Allen 2007; 
Quinn 2014). On the other hand, I opt not to choose the terms ‘traditional’ or ‘cultural’ as 
used in the Ugandan constitution given that they automatically go together with a sharp 
dissociation with politics and the state (which is contradicted by reality). Yet, as the 
Comaroffs (2018) warn us, this choice is certainly, maybe somewhat unconsciously, also 
informed by the fact that ‘custom’ has simply become an established term, just like ‘chief’ 
(and chiefship or chieftaincy) and common language in English anthropological studies. 
I do recognise that the term indeed carries a ‘weighty colonial baggage’. I also recognise 
that when referring to customary authority in the context of northern Uganda, the term 
not necessarily means what it meant in the colonial past. When talking about Acholi 
customary chiefs, I use the local term ‘rwot’ (plural: rwodi). 
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registers, repertoires, arenas and resources) will be used without quotation marks. 
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1.4.1. The Actors and Practices: The Chief, Chieftaincy, Chiefing, Chiefly Authority and 
Chiefship 
Customary actors take various shapes. The actor which in the literature on customary 
authority has received most attention is the figure of the chief. A long tradition in African 
studies has had a special interest in the customary chief. African chiefs were a showpiece 
of classic anthropology; and thus, revealed the links both chiefs and anthropology have 
entertained with the colonial project (van Binsbergen 1999, p. 97). As explained in further 
detail in chapter 2, and as argued by for example Verweijen & Van Bockhaven 
(forthcoming), this over-emphasis on the chief has pushed other customary actors in the 
shadow. Obyrne (forthcoming) therefore stresses the difference between customary 
authority (usually only understood through the figure of the chief) and ‘authority that is 
customary’, exercised by a range of other customary actors. Yet, for my research I choose 
to focus on the figure of the rwot, as the peace-process had reinforced their ‘heading’ or 
‘supreme’ position within customary actors stemming from the colonial period. The way 
in which external peace interventions imagined customary authority was heavily built 
on the figure of the chief.  
The literature on chiefs, chieftaincy and chiefdoms in Africa is old and very extensive. 
Van Binsbergen (1999) offers the overview of a whole range of approaches within this 
literature, ranging from a dualist approach to a legal pluralism approach to a 
transactional approach. To analyse the position, authority and roles of Acholi rwodi, I 
think the definition by van Rouveroy-van Nieuwaal (1999) is very useful (building 
further on von Benda-Beckmann 1979, amongst others) ‘the present-day chief in Africa 
has become a syncretic leader (…) he is a socio-political phenomenon which forces a 
synthesis between antagonistic forces stemming from different state models, 
bureaucracies and world views’ (p. 21).6 This syncretic chief draws from different 
registers such as in the case of rwodi: tradition, the past, but also development and 
peacebuilding. ‘Chiefly authority’ emanates from multiple resources connected to 
custom, including sacred and spiritual powers, kinship, legislation and bureaucracy 
(Albrecht 2017). Indeed, ‘it is the ability of chiefs to incorporate, if not always smoothly 
reconcile, a wide variety of sources of authority from different domains and origins that 
gives them the flexibility to claim a stake in national-level politics and power’ (Albrecht 
2017, p. 9). The chief’s legitimacy, often times, as we will observe in my research, not only 
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comes from usage of registers, but also certain qualities (leadership qualities, knowledge 
of traditional practices, charisma) and assets or resources (cosmological powers such as 
rainmaking) chief must have (see also Buur & Kyed 2006; van Rouveroy-van Nieuwaal 
& Van Dijk 1999).  
To study the production of customary authority, studying it ‘in action’, or practices of 
‘chiefing’ (Van Dijk & van Rouveroy-van Nieuwaal) is a best option, making us 
understand chiefs’ roles and capacities. As Logan (2013) has argued, chiefs everyday 
accomplishments are very important to engender their position, as they derive their 
position from ‘who they are’ and ‘what they do’ 
As will be explained further in the next chapters, customary authority is very much 
shaped by everyday practices. As already stated on public authority: the provision of 
public services and goods is key. Indeed, when observing rwodi in northern Uganda, on 
the one hand their legitimacy and public authority is being established through the 
provision of public goods. In the context of northern Uganda, ‘public goods’ provision is 
strongly informed by dynamics of civil war and its aftermath, taking the form of the 
provision of (transitional) justice, protection, reintegration, peace negotiations and 
mediating land conflicts (see for example Hopwood 2005; Allen & Macdonald 2013).  On 
the other hand, Verweijen & Van Bockhaeven (forthcoming) have argued, legitimacy is 
also realised through patronage services. In the Ugandan context of neo-patrimonial rule, 
an important source for legitimacy and public authority of chiefs is to be found in 
patronage networks. As ‘development brokers’ (cf. infra) they occupy a key position in 
these networks, in which they are able to ‘capture aid’, often in a structural manner, and 
channel it through the personal networks that enable them to stay in power. Yet, as 
already mentioned and argued by Kleist (2011), the capacity of chiefs to deliver moral 
imaginaries and social norms are as equally important as the capacity to deliver on goods 
and services.  
The very extensive literature on the role of chiefs in processes of democratisation, 
decentralisation and development, has identified all kinds of roles and chiefly practices 
in this regard, for example taking up roles in international development interventions 
(Englebert 2005; Kleist 2011), democratic governance (Fanthorpe 2005; Mapedza 2006; 
Ubinkb 2008), security reform and provision (West & Kloeck-Jensen 1999; Hagmann 2007; 
Zeller 2006) and economic investment (Lentz 1998). This massive literature production 
has devoted increasing attention to the notion of ‘chieftaincy’ as a political institution, by 
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its association with authority and power (Ubink 2008). Verweijen & Van Bockhaven 
(forthcoming) argue that this literature has been much shaped by the imaginaries and 
interests of the external interveners themselves (such as the development industry) but 
always in interaction with discourses and projects of African political and intellectual 
elites (p. 10). As a result, much of this literature explores the promises and pitfalls of 
harnessing chiefs for these types of interventions. Finally, this literature has also 
emphasised that not only the position of the chief, but ‘custom’ in general is constantly 
reinterpreted, reproduced and readjusted in the light of changing conditions and 
requirements as well as ongoing contestations (Verweijen & Van Bockhaven, 
forthcoming). My research forms a contribution to the debates on the study of customary 
authority in action, by investigating daily customary practices, and additionally it also 
forms a contribution of the study of internal political dynamics of customary actors and 
institutions. The actual moment of customary ‘repositioning’ forms a unique moment to 
study these power dynamics. An important note I finally want to make here, is that in 
studying customary authority ‘in action’, I mostly write from the perspective of the chiefs 
themselves. It was while writing my dissertation that I noticed this imbalance. Especially 
when writing about notions of legitimacy, my research remains often limited to chiefs’ 
strategies of legitimation, and the lack of the perspectives from the customary authority 
or services’ ‘end-users’ (which are not absent, but maybe not representative enough), 
hinders me from making truly informed claims on legitimacy, as a two-way process. Yet, 
chiefly practices in search for authority and legitimacy are in itself an important focus of 
research to study customary authority. 
This dissertation will use the term rwotship to refer to Acholi chieftainship or chiefship, 
describing broadly the role and position of rwodi. Legitimacy is not automatically part of 
rwotship, rwotship can manifest itself in legitimate as well as illegitimate ways.  
1.4.2. Custom in the Form of Registers, Repertoires and Resources  
Customary authority is public authority which is practiced by actors that are labelled (by 
themselves or by others) as customary and which draws from custom as a main register 
as well as resource. To go beyond the narrow and binary Weberian understanding of 
‘tradition’, customary authority is thus defined as a form of public authority, which 
draws its legitimacy from the capability to mobilise registers and resources of ‘tradition’ 
(Kyed & Buur 2007; Höhne 2007). Tradition can be conservatively been defined as 
‘compassing a cultural continuity transmitted in the form of social attitudes, beliefs, 
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principles and social conventions deriving from the past experience helping to shape the 
present’ (van Kessel & Oomen 1999). But, the rich anthropological literature on the subject 
showed us how tradition, and custom, are not static notions but are in itself social 
constructs. As such, its definition as a resource or a register strongly context dependent, 
is also shaped by African as well as European forms of agency (Verweijen & Van 
Bockhaven forthcoming).7 The issue of the ‘invention of tradition’ therefore endlessly 
returns in debates on customary or traditional authority (see chapter 5). From the study 
of customary chiefs in northern Uganda, it is shown that the ability to draw from 
symbolic, social and cultural repertoires in order to give social meaning to actions, is just 
as important as being able to rely and provide access to material or natural resources. 
Although those actors identified as customary usually have a monopoly on the register 
of custom and tradition (van Kessel & Oomen 1999), it is not the only register they draw 
from to realise authority and legitimacy. From our investigation of the concept of public 
authority, we have learned that customary leaders also draw on languages of ‘stateness’ 
to construct authority that is ‘public’. We shall indeed observe that throughout history, 
Acholi customary authority has been constructed drawing from both registers of 
tradition as well as registers associated with ‘modern’ administration. Kleist (2011) refers 
in this respect to the ‘two fields’ (tradition – modernity/past – present) played 
simultaneously by customary leaders in order to be legitimate.8 As such, varied 
definitions of tradition came to justify leadership, but the content on which legitimisation 
was based defies any generalised Weberian dichotomy between traditional and 
modern/state types of office. Different sources of legitimacy sometimes foregrounded 
administrative needs and at other times maintained what became defined as traditional 
(Buur & Kyed 2006). 
Finally, we must understand tradition or custom also a strong mobilising metaphor 
(Kyed & Buur 2007; Kleist 2011). This mobilising force is key to achieve legitimation, as 
this dissertation will also show. In their definition of ‘custom’, Comaroff & Comaroff 
(2018) take custom as a political resource. Customary authority is thus achieved through 
‘capacities of rulers to mobilise the customary as fungible, political resources, in order to 
control flows of wealth in tangible assets, territory and people’ (p. 19). Also, Kyed & Buur 
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8 According to some, this is the reason why ‘custom’ works better than tradition: it overcomes the binary 
between modern – traditional (van Kessel & Oomen 1999). 
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(2007) show that ‘claims to traditional as locally legitimised forms of organisation and 
governance, are strategically employed as political tools’ (p. 23).  
1.5. Being a Chief and Remaining a Chief: Customary Strategies of 
Navigating and Repositioning  
 
1.5.1. Ever-Adapting Chiefs 
Let us end with the first part of my dissertation title: ‘being a chief and remaining a chief’. 
The ‘post-post’-conflict constellation I study is a challenging terrain for rwodi to navigate. 
To remain a customary chief who is respected, has legitimate authority and has a place 
in governance networks, requires an understanding of and adaptation to the changing 
discourses of and approaches to aid, development and the ‘traditional institution’. These 
notions of navigation, adaptation and repositioning are important in analysing not only 
customary authority in northern Uganda today, but also yesterday, and the days before. 
From the emergence of Acholi chiefdoms over the pre-colonial-, colonial- and post-
colonial regimes until today, the ongoing process of (re)-positioning is a constant issue. 
It deserves thus a special attention, and this is what we can also notice from the literature. 
The Comaroffs (2018) call this the ‘on-going process of (re) positioning in the political-
economic geography of the present’ (p. 26). The history of Acholi rwodi that I will tell in 
this dissertation throughout the conflict and post-conflict history of northern Uganda is 
illustrative of a continuous search for legitimacy by navigating changing arenas or what 
Mac Ginty (2011) calls ‘changing political orders’. In the process of construction, de- and 
re-construction of public authority, chiefs’ own agency deserves special attention. It 
would be incorrect to think that the transformation of customary authority into chiefly 
administrative institutions during the colonial period, or into an NGO-like ‘cultural 
institution’ during the peacebuilding period, was only the result of the interest and 
imaginations of the external actors (colonial powers or international donors). To stress 
these diverse forms of structure and agency that eventually shape ‘chieftaincy’, or 
‘rwotship’ our case, the concept of ‘contested co-production’ will be used. This concept, 
developed by Verweijen & Van Bockhaven (forthcoming), refers to chiefship that is being 
produced at the intersection of external as well as internal, Western as well as African 
actors and their often diverging or contesting visions and agendas. The concept refers 
both to the construction of the knowledge on customary authority, as well as on the 
production of that authority itself. We will observe how the contested nature of the 
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historically co-produced rwotship has been reinforced by the influence of external 
humanitarian interventions and is manifesting itself (again) today in the form of a 
legitimacy crisis of Acholi customary authority.   
Our analysis of customary authority in northern Uganda will give special attention to the 
collective and individual strategies and mechanisms deployed by rwodi to negotiate their 
position under changing political, social and economic conditions in Acholiland. These 
conditions have to do with for example shifting dominant development narratives, but 
also with shifting location of available resources. Their strategies and mechanisms to 
navigate are sometimes called ‘tactical’, for example by Buthelezi & Skosana (2018) who 
describe the ongoing attempts by chiefs in South Africa to carve a space for themselves, 
by adapting to the evolving post-apartheid state. Their analysis of adapting claims for 
recognition, mobilising different registers brings us back to the notion of the syncretic 
chief (van Rouveroy-van Nieuwaal & Van Dijk 1999), always ready to adapt using the 
variety of resources. According to this vision, chiefly authority is the ‘product of ongoing 
processes of mixing and a reconversion of sources of authority and power in response to 
changing conditions of resource distribution and reconfigured political orders’ (Albrecht 
2017, p. 2). I will thus further investigate how ready chiefs are to adapt to these changing 
conditions of post-post conflict northern Uganda.  
Similar to Ibreck & Pendle’s observations on the roles of customary chiefs under the UN 
regime in South Sudan (Ibreck & Pendle 2016), adaptation strategies of Acholi rwodi to 
‘changing regimes’, reveal how their authority rests on an ambiguous, hybrid and 
dynamic combination of support/recognition from their communities, from 
international actors, and from the Ugandan state. Customary authority, just like other 
forms of public authority is constructed at different levels (Hoffmann & Kirk 2013). 
Therefore, it is important to understand how chiefs’ authority relates to these ‘differently 
conceptualised worlds; the state, the local, the West, etc.’ (Van Dijk & Van Rouveroy-Van 
Nieuwaal 1999, p. 4). To give a few examples: chiefs can gain respect from their 
communities by providing order and regulating social life of his ‘communities’.9 Chiefs 
construct their power by recognition from the state as representatives of these local 
communities, but can also be used by the state to reinforce its own legitimacy, and 
integrate these communities into clientelist politics of power and control (Leonardi 2013). 
This is true for the recognition and support from the international community as well: 
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9 We use the term ‘local communities’, as is used by rwodi themselves talking about their clan members, 
also referred to as ‘their people’ or ‘their subjects’. 
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chiefs derive powerful positions from their access to communities, draw legitimacy from 
their ‘grassroots’ identity, but are used at the same time to legitimise the identity and 
programmes of the external donor (Bierschenk et al. 2002; Lewis & Mosse 2006). It is this 
important position as ‘brokers’ between aid agencies, the Ugandan government and 
Acholi communities that shaped their transformation during the post-conflict 
peacebuilding programmes.  
1.5.2. Brokerage and Extraversion 
Many scholars have used the notion of ‘broker’ to analyse the relation between chiefs and 
these different fields (community, state, donor agencies, but also: armed groups, 
investors, etc.). A broker, in the anthropological literature, is a specific type of 
middleman, mediator, or intermediary (Lindquist 2015). The literature on the customary 
chief as an intermediary is sizable, pushed by studies on the position of chiefs in indirect 
colonial rule (Mamdani 1996, Lawrance et al. 2006). These studies inevitably concentrate 
on the chief as an intermediary between ‘the state’ and ‘his people’ (van Rouvereroy-van 
Nieuwaal 1999). To legitimate state power, customary leaders are used, until today, in 
many different contexts in Africa (Comaroff & Comaroff 2018). Chiefs can for example 
hold access to electoral capital (Kyed & Buur 2006). Especially in contexts where states 
face crisis of legitimacy, customary authorities are often recognised and incorporated as 
a way to acquire some measure of legitimacy for implementing laws and policies (van 
Rouveroy-van Nieuwaal 1999; Paine 2014). The broker, now, is a mediator who gains 
something from the mediation of valued resources that he or she does not directly control 
(to be distinguished from a patron who controls valued resources, and a go-between or a 
messenger, who does not affect the transaction) (Lindquist 2015). So, to use the term 
broker, is to put emphasis on what the chief does, for himself, through the mediation 
practice. The mediation process should therefore be seen as an active process, shaped by 
the chief’s agency. Van Dijk & van Rouveroy-van Nieuwaal (1999) also stress that the 
mediation is in itself also transformative. They refer to the chief’s take of mediation as 
‘mutational work’, transferring (converting) one form of power from one domain to a 
different form of power in another domain (p. 35). For example, chiefs converting the 
powers of the past into the present the ritual into the political activity (van Rouverroy-
van Nieuwaal 1999; Comaroff & Comaroff 2018). Hoffman & Vlassenroot (forthcoming) 
have illustrated how customary chiefs in the DRC, from the colonial period onwards have 
used this intermediary position to access and appropriate different forms of political, 
economic and moral power and authority. 
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In the post-conflict context of northern Uganda, the brokerage role of customary chiefs 
took different shapes, but was most outspoken in its role as the ‘local’ partner in 
peacebuilding processes. The academic debate on the ‘local turn’ in peacebuilding will 
be presented in detail in chapter 4. Additionally, the academic debate of the chief as 
‘development’ broker will be presented in that same chapter by an extensive literature 
review to this regard. It is of important theoretical help to analyse the changing position 
of Acholi customary chiefs in that particular conflict and post-conflict period. The 
available literature in this debate focuses on chiefs brokering development aid between 
international donors (sometimes via the state) to their communities (Bierschenk et al. 
2002). However, in the case of Acholi chiefs, it was foremost humanitarian aid, instead of 
development aid, which was brokered. Thus, it was the presence and power and agency 
of humanitarian actors and their resources that shaped the brokerage roles/settings of 
brokers and the outcomes thereof with regards to their chiefly authority. There is no 
particular literature available on a topic like humanitarian brokers, yet I further 
investigate if the particular humanitarian nature of the brokerage setting influenced the 
outcomes. Further, an important question will also be what remains to be brokered in the 
post-post conflict setting?  
Whereas the concept of the ‘development broker’ underlines the crucial agency of 
customary chiefs in ‘capturing aid’, the notion of ‘extraversion’ (Bayart 2000; Hagmann 
2016) further stresses the complexities of this aid relationship. Africanist scholars have 
used ‘extraversion’ to describe the process by which ‘groups or individuals employ their 
dependent relationship with the external world to appropriate resources and authority’ 
(Peiffer & Englebert 2012, p. 361). The concept of extraversion seems particularly useful 
to investigate how customary chiefs in post-conflict northern Uganda managed to turn 
their dependency on humanitarian, peacebuilding and development aid into a strategic 
resource. Bayart’s notion of ‘extraversion’ refers to the deliberate agency of African actors 
in creating and maintaining dependency on external actors (such as aid agencies). 
Customary chiefs in post-conflict northern Uganda managed to turn their aid-
dependency into a strategic resource. This process is historical, by which customary 
chiefs and other forms of ‘elites’ had accustomed themselves to make their dependence 
on the colonial metropoles and donors both productive and advantageous (Hagmann 
2016). The notion of extraversion thus underlines both the historical component of 
development brokerage and the power of local actors in ‘mobilising, appropriating and 
redirecting foreign resources and agendas’ and ‘to render their own subjection and 
dependence into a deliberate strategy or mode of action’ (Kelsall 2008).  
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1.6. Outline of the Dissertation 
Where the conceptual framework as presented in the previous section 1.3. will be applied 
as the main analytical toolbox to investigate the positioning and repositioning of 
customary chiefs to throughout the dissertation, individual chapters may additionally 
rely on specific theoretical debates from relevant academic literature (such as theories of 
‘bigmanity’, the ‘local peacebuilding’ or ‘NGO-isation’). Where the conceptual 
framework was thus used as an overall structuring scheme, these additional theoretical 
concepts have been used to analyse specific outcomes of the empirical material, and to 
link them to broader on-going academic debates.  
In the following chapter 2, I develop the methodological approach of my research. I start 
by setting the scene: the over-researched northern Uganda region and its impacts my 
research experience and my relations with the people I worked with. Thereafter, I 
demarcate and define Acholi customary authority as I have researched it, by answering 
in more detail the ‘who’, what’ and ‘how’ questions. In a next section, I explain the 
selection of the case studies and informants, and the challenges encountered herein. 
Qualitative research methods, different fieldwork techniques and ethnographic 
sensitivity are elaborated upon in further detail. A last section of this chapters tackles the 
complex question of positionality, explaining the influence of my position as a Ugandan, 
non-Acholi young female academic on my encounters with and collaboration with Acholi 
rwodi during my fieldwork.  
Chapter 3 presents the historical patterns that have shaped current Acholi customary 
authority over time. This chapter runs through different historical phases of the 
formation of customary authority, and covers the immensely long period from the 18th 
century to the LRA war. Emphasis in this chapter is put on the encounter between 
traditional authorities and various ‘exogenous’ actors and discourses from pre- to 
colonial and post-colonial times. This long history of Acholi chieftainship reveals a 
number of moments of repositioning of customary chiefs adapting to changing political 
geographies. This chapter mainly brings together existing literature, here and there 
added with fieldwork data. 
Chapter 4 follows up where chapter 3 ends (after the war) and provides a detailed 
reading of the transformation of customary authority during the post-conflict phase of 
donor-driven peacebuilding. This chapter is crucial in explaining the impact of protracted 
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donor-interventions on the current production of public authority. The concept of the 
‘local turn in peacebuilding’ is applied to understand the key position of customary chiefs 
in external peacebuilding interventions in northern Uganda. The academic debates on 
the relation between traditional- and transitional justice further highlight the role of rwodi 
as the ‘local’ actor, given the heavy donor-support for Acholi customary chiefs for 
providing transitional justice mechanisms after the LRA war. Subsequently, because 
customary authority is a ‘contested co-production’ (cf. supra), the agency of rwodi 
themselves in this donor-driven transformation is analysed with the help of the concept 
of ‘development brokerage’. Finally, to analyse the processes of increasing 
institutionalisation of customary authority, the concept of NGOi-sation is used. This 
chapter uses data from my fieldwork (such as interviews with aid organisations, rwodi, 
staff of the customary institution, etc.) and it also uses existing literature, for example the 
work of Clare Paine (2014) on the emergence of the cultural institution Ker Kwaro Acholi. 
The post-post-conflict setting (cf. supra) is introduced in chapter 5. The chapter starts 
with an overview of the different underlying dynamics resulting in today’s constellation 
of shrinking external post-conflict aid. It further focuses on the dynamics of institutional 
crisis customary authority finds itself in today. One of the aspects of this crisis is the 
customary brokerage position of rwodi that came under increasing pressure. To analyse 
this, the concept of ‘extraversion’ is used. The post-post-conflict customary ‘crisis’ is 
characterised by a strong crisis of chiefs’ legitimacy, in the eyes of the international as 
well as the local community; to analyse this properly, I used the concept of ‘upward and 
downward’ accountability. This chapter again extensively draws on my fieldwork data, 
using data from interviews with a varied set of respondents (such as community 
members, chiefs, NGO employees, the cultural institution Ker Kwaro Acholi. 
Based on a detailed ethnographic account of the first Acholi Cultural festival organised 
in Gulu in December 2017, chapter 6 focuses on the attempts made by the main customary 
institution Ker Kwaro Acholi to re-construct its customary authority. The chapter situates 
the festival within theories of the politics of cultural performance gives a theoretical 
introduction on the role of festivals (and other forms of customary ‘rituals’) as symbolic 
registers in the construction of customary authority. Further, the analysis of the detailed 
‘thick description’ of the festival reveals not only the dominant registers used by the 
cultural institution to (re-)claim its authority, but also the underlying power dynamics 
and dynamics of contestation that characterise current day customary authority.  
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Chapter 7 builds further on these customary power dynamics. It proposes the reading of 
the concept of ‘Bigmanity’ to analyse how power operates within and it distributed 
amongst actors of customary authority in current day Acholiland. The Big Man theory 
from political anthropology is used to study the relationships of power and hierarchy 
that have emerged amongst Acholi rwodi. This chapter deals with the role of patronage 
in the construction of customary authority. I tell the detailed story of two main customary 
Big men and their networks. One is the Acholi paramount chief, and the other is one of 
the four chiefs that I have studied in detail as special ‘case-studies’ during my fieldwork. 
My own fieldwork data prevails, sometimes added by local documentation.  
Chapter 8 heavily draws from the data of the other three case studies (interviews with, 
histories from chiefs and participant observations of their activities) to further investigate 
the navigation strategies of individual rwodi in the current moment. This chapter focuses 
on the everyday practices and performances of customary authority. It illustrates the 
strong diversity in ‘chiefly’ practices and demonstrates that individual connections as 
well as personal capacities are important as well in the construction of customary 
authority. Navigating changing aid landscapes appears to be hard, especially the 
mechanism of re-connecting back to the ‘communities’, a mechanism that I have called 
‘introversion’.  
I close my dissertation with chapter 9 in conclusion, in which I finalise my analysis by 
identifying the main characteristics of current manifestation of Acholi customary 
authority. I draw the main lines of transformation and continuation by re-evaluating the 
notion of post-post-conflict dynamics. This chapter will be used to underline the main 
theoretical contributions and argument this dissertation has aimed to make. Finally, the 
chapter ends with identifying a number of directions for on the one hand further research 
as well as possible policy relevance.  
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Chapter 2: Methodology 
 
I embarked on this research project in October 2014, as part of the VLIR-sponsored five-
year research project Governance and post-conflict reconstruction in northern Uganda. 
Initially, my proposal for the doctoral research focused on the successes and failures of 
transitional justice in northern Uganda. Along the way, during my research stays at 
Ghent University and my first stay in the field, my research questions changed 
significantly. I was confronted with a context in which already so much research had been 
conducted on similar topics, and with a continuous literature review and the first 
fieldwork periods, I gradually developed my main research question. The further 
defining of the precise ‘research field’ has been a process shaped over time. I was very 
grateful for people on the ground at the start accepting me and my ‘ignorance’ and vague 
understanding of the direction of my research project. Many people on the ground in fact 
helped me refining and redesigning my topic.  
In this chapter, I will explain the methodological framework of my research. Apart from 
presenting the used methods, I will also point out a number of aspects that have 
influenced and defined my work, my definition of the research ‘field’, my relation to that 
field, my positionality, etc. Further, I will elaborate on the specific methodological, 
analytical and practical challenges that come with studying customary authority in 
northern Uganda.  
2.1. Studying Customary Authority (and its Challenges): Who, What, 
Where and How? 
Customary authority is represented by a number of different positions, functions and 
institutions in Acholi society (the chiefdom committees, the clan elders, the KKA, the 
rwodi moo...). During my research, I interacted with these different actors, yet along the 
way in order to be able to focus my scope, I primarily focused on the position of the rwodi, 
so-called ‘chiefs’. They were the ones who have come to represent ‘Acholi custom’ during 
the complex history of war and humanitarian and peacebuilding interventions (as 
explained in chapter 3). To study the impact of the donor-departure, I, in the first place, 
wanted to understand how it did impact their position in particular.  
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To establish contacts with these rwodi, for an ‘outsider’ like me having no initial particular 
relationship to any Acholi rwot, the cultural institution Ker Kwaro Acholi10 appeared as an 
important entry-point. Upon my arrival in Gulu, people referred to KKA as the first 
institution to visit for all those having an interest in chiefs and customary authority. It 
was referred to me as the main representing organ. The staff were very welcoming to me 
and provided me with much useful contacts and information. They gave me a list of the 
54 chiefs officially recognised by the institution, including the paramount chief, making 
the number 55 in total. This has helped me a lot and I contacted and spoke to as many 
rwodi as possible during this first stay. Yet, as I quickly learned, there were these chiefs 
being ‘with KKA’ and these chiefs ‘not being with them’. To meet these, I had to establish 
myself the connections, which appeared not to be very difficult. Even with KKA not 
feeling very comfortable talking with their ‘rivals chiefs’, they had no control over the 
research process in this regard.   
In my study of chiefly authority, the focus was not exclusively limited to the rwodi 
themselves. To understand their positions and authority, I evidently also needed to 
understand their relations to for example the clan elders, or the community members. 
Yet, since the established contacts with the chiefs, I always had to be careful not to be 
guided too much by them in the selection of my informants. For example, rwodi would 
try to mobilise their close clan elders to put together ‘community members’ for me in the 
form of a focus group. This resulted in discussions lacking critical expressions and 
reflections on the position and the actions of the chief. I did however manage to talk to 
‘independent’ people within the different chiefdoms I visited and did research on.  
Another challenge I encountered during my research is that representation and image are 
very important for the rwodi, especially towards me, the researcher that wants to picture 
their authority. This resulted sometimes in a clear contradiction between their discourse 
and realities. Some chiefs would for example try to prove that they impeccably comply 
with the constitutional regulations of the cultural institution, while empirical evidence 
suggesting otherwise. This was very visible with regards to their relations to politics, for 
example, which was a topic they really did not want to openly talk about. During 
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10 KKA- Ker Kwaro Acholi is the umbrella organisation under which all recognised chiefdoms in Acholi 
sub-region are united. It is headed by the Paramount chief, intended to be selected on a rotational basis, 
and who basically plays a co-ordination role among the fellow chiefs. See the following chapters for a 
detailed explanation.  
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interviews, most of them explicitly distanced themselves from or pointed a finger at 
others who were engaging in politics. 
This challenge is clearly related to the ‘what’ question: rwotship needed to be studied both 
from its concrete manifestations in practice, as through its self-narrated representations. 
The chiefs’ self-representation through for example historical narratives about their 
chiefdoms are important sources for the researcher. These narratives are always a 
selection of knowledge that can and cannot be shared with the researcher.  
Finally, another challenge studying customary authority was the issue of location, in 
relation to the question where authority is located spatially. Rwodi often reside in town 
but given their authority is strongly vested in the relation between rwodi and their 
chiefdoms (in the form of their communities or ‘subjects’), it was also important to study 
the chiefs’ actions at their ‘home base’. Apart from this, part of the customary authority 
is also located in the institutionalised and ‘urbanised’ manifestation of custom (see 
chapter 4) thus doing research in Gulu town itself was also an important part of my 
research. Some chiefs are very mobile and traveling between Gulu, Kampala, their home 
villages, and other places, and it was not always easy to ‘find’ them during my research 
stays. Also, the chiefdoms are sometimes scattered, making it sometimes complicated to 
decide where to organise for example focus group discussions with community 
members. Significant spaces of authority were the KKA head office, the chiefs’ houses, 
hotels where they meet and also the most important of all, places where functions 
(meetings, festivals, mediations) such as public spaces for instance near sub-county 
offices, or under a good shade in a village, or another's leader's home and of course, 
grounds such as Kaunda ground, as was the case of the festival (discussed in chapter 6). 
One of the most complex things about the chiefdoms in northern Uganda is that fact that 
they are not territorially bound. The authority of Acholi chiefs is hard to delimit spatially 
in the ground, you can observe a mix of clans within a given territory belonging to 
different chiefdoms. For example, in Pawel chiefdom, you will find people belonging to 
Pageya, Patiko and other chiefdoms; in Koro chiefdom, your find members of Koch 
Ongako, Payira, and Aria chiefdoms. The complexity is to understand which chief the 
communities pay allegiance to, their clan chiefs, or the chiefs of the geographical place 
they occupy. These are factors complicating the study of power; who holds powers 
where?   
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2.2. Fieldwork and research design, selection of case-studies and 
informants  
This dissertation is based on qualitative data, collected through fieldwork by using 
qualitative and more specifically ethnographical research methods. The research 
demanded a significant amount of time spent in ‘the field’; between April 2015 and 
January 2018. I have spent 6 months in total of data collection in Acholiland, split up in 
periods ranging from 3 weeks to 2 months. This interrupted nature of the fieldwork was 
not ideal, as it hindered immersion in the field. Yet I had no other options due to teaching 
responsibilities back home. Going back and forth out and back into the field was by some 
people on the ground also seen as proof of my commitment somehow. Others were 
surprised, asking me why I came back over and over to continue the same things.  
During my fieldwork I stayed in Gulu town, this was my main ‘base’ on the ground. Gulu 
is the main urban centre of the region, with the main markets, universities, headquarters 
of the international organisations, etc. (see also chapter 4). KKA (cf. supra) has its 
headquarters here too. Gulu is also home to a number of chiefs of different chiefdoms 
over Acholiland; they reside either in or in the vicinity around town. Apart from the 
contacts via KKA11, contacting and meeting rwodi also happened in more ‘unplanned 
matters’, as I would for example meet a rwot, who was in a meeting with other colleagues, 
or via snowball sampling, chiefs identifying other chiefs for me.  
This dissertation is based on exchanges with 13 rwodi representing the chiefs of 
Alokulum, Agoro, Pageya, Puranga, Pagak, Lamogi, Koro, Atiak, Pawel, Koch Ongako, 
Koch Goma, Ariya and Patiko. Towards the end of my fieldwork, to write the last 
chapters of my dissertation, I narrowed my focus to a selected number of case-studies 
amongst the different chiefs I had worked with. As such, I selected four ‘cases’ to 
document in further detail with respect to (re)constructing legitimacy through everyday 
actions and interactions.  
The following cases were selected: the chiefdoms of Pageya (in Gulu district), Pawel (in 
Gulu district), Koro (in Omoro district) and Atiak (in Amuru district). The selection was 
based on a number of parameters: i) different levels and nature of relationship with the 
cultural institution KKA (‘allied’ chiefs as well as ‘independent’ chiefs); ii) different levels 
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11 Note that this is an old list, whereby some contacts of chiefs had changed. Indeed, for that reason, I 
could not contact many chiefs using the list alone.   
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of (past) engagement within the donor/humanitarian ‘industry’; iii) both chiefs 
belonging and not belonging to the royal lineage (rwodi moo as well as so-called ‘self-
proclaimed chiefs’); iv) chiefs that are identified, labelled or referred to by people (outside 
the chiefdom) as ‘modern’ or ‘traditional’. Finally, the selection was also based on 
feasibility considerations such as access. The process of delving deeper into details of 
cases-studies, necessitated access to not only the chiefs but also other actors in their 
chiefdoms in order to attend functions, hold interviews, organise focus group discussions 
and carry out observations. Two of the chiefdom headquarters are located roughly 6-10 
kilometres from Gulu town. The other two are quite a distance but the roads were good. 
Finally, to get access and trust I opted for those cases of chiefs with whom I had 
established good contacts from the earlier research stays. To find chiefs accepting me 
following them closely was not very easy, some refused. Although the sample for this 
chapter is limited, it does reveal diversity in rwotship, in terms of their historic trajectories, 
their position as brokers, their connections to their communities, their networks to 
external and political actors, etc.  
The general observations and statements on customary authority in Northern Uganda 
are thus not exclusively based on data from this limited number of cases; data from 
meetings and interviews additional rwodi further contextualised and enriched this data. 
Apart from rwodi, another key group of respondents were international organisations 
who work or have worked with the chiefs. These were found via NGO Forum, an 
umbrella organisation based in Gulu. Further expansion of informants for this manner 
also occurred through KKA (mentioning their current or past partners), or via 
snowballing. Several of the former partners were however not present anymore, and in 
that case, I looked for ex-staff members of the particular organisation. Also, local 
organisations that have been or are collaborating with rwodi have been approached such 
as ARLPI (Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative). 
2.3. Research Methods 
To study customary authority, different methods have been used. These were all 
qualitative research methods, inspired by an ethnographic approach. I would not call my 
research a ‘true’ ethnography, as the fieldwork had been relatively limited, interrupted, 
and because I did not speak the language and as such did not really ‘immerse’ in the local 
context (cf. infra). However, for the study of customary authority, which implies the 
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study of actions, as well as discourses, texts and symbols, ethnographic methods seemed 
very appropriate from the start. Following Schatz (2009), a political ethnography 
approach is not only a question of ‘immersion’, but more importantly a question of 
‘sensitivity’, enabling the researcher to be sensitive to meanings attributed to people’s 
political realities. Despite my former limited experience with ethnographic methods, 
working within the Conflict Research Group proved very advantageous given their 
established expertise in this domain.  
As explained in the introductory chapter, the study of public authority involves the study 
of everyday practices, not only of the ‘claimants’ of this authority but also of the ‘end-
users’ of this authority (Hoffmann & Kirk 2013). The production of customary authority 
thus needs to be understood from practical, day-to day realities and interactions, which 
can only be grasped through fieldwork and observation on the ground. The conceptual 
framework as presented in the former chapter is developed by Hoffmann & Kirk (2013) 
and Hagmann & Péclard (2010) in tandem with an explicit methodological argument for 
ethnographic fieldwork. As such, the conceptual framework has also defined the 
methodological choices made in this research. To analyse customary authority in the form 
of actors, practices, resources and repertoires an ethnographic approach indeed proved 
to be most suited.  
The main actors in my study, as already explained, were the rwodi, in interaction with 
other actors (such as donor agencies, state actors or clan elders). The resources of 
customary authority to be studied were diverse: material and immaterial resources 
needed to be investigated. These immaterial resources were crucial for the realisation of 
chiefly authority, and could only be grasped and documented by an ethnographic 
sensitivity. As such, an important part of my study was to understand the discourses, the 
symbolic registers/repertoires, the performances and cultural practices that were 
mobilised by rwodi to make their claims to power and authority. The different ‘languages 
of customariness’ in institutions, discourses, objects, modes of (bodily) action, evoke and 
enact the notion of ‘custom’ and are all part of ‘performing’ customary authority 
(Verweijen & van Bockhaven, forthcoming).  
Crucial during the fieldwork was the issue of trust. Trust is an important pillar in 
ethnographic research (LeCompte & Schensul 1999). To build this trust, especially with 
the rwodi, was not something that was realised in one day. It is a process which took time, 
over the different fieldwork stays (Agar 1980). This process was more difficult with some 
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rwodi than with others. One chief, for instance, asked me one day: "why are you always 
gathering this information... and you don’t forget anything".12 However, I established 
some form of friendship with the chiefs, especially those that I followed more closely as 
‘case-studies’. I am sure it erased most of their doubts as they became more welcoming. 
The fear of maintaining this trust that the researcher has been given by his respondents, 
has been a constant preoccupation, especially when I started to write down my research 
and started to integrate the data in research papers and publications. My constant 
challenge was how to write critically, yet knowing that the person you write about might 
eventually read your work. The fear of not being accepted again if I needed to be in the 
region, or the fear of being targeted as misrepresenting the Acholi culture, the fear of 
betrayal of trust etc… was a reality I struggled with. Prasad (1997) observes that if not 
well handled, these events can leave very negative feelings and ruined relations, a 
situation I was conscious not to find myself into, so I became preoccupied with seeking 
the best approach of representation, especially through reading related literature and 
discussing with colleagues. All interviews were organised with clear informed consent, 
all informants were informed in detail about the eventual outcome of the research (the 
PhD dissertation and academic articles). I always explicitly asked the interviewees’ 
permission to be cited either by name or anonymously according to their preferences. By 
choosing to build my analysis from often personal stories and individual trajectories, the 
analysis inevitably also becomes a story about (identifiable) people. And although they 
agreed on this themselves, they may not have been portrayed in the way they may have 
hoped for. The ambition as well as the outcome of this research is however a critical 
analysis, so despite their disappointment, they will understand as this is what scientific 
research is all about. 
Interviews, structured and semi-structured formed a first central research method. I 
conducted a total 140 interviews, some were very short and not more than a first, 
introduction and exchanging talk, others were long in-depth interviews. The semi-
structured interviews were often used as a first entry to establish a contact with an 
informant, by explaining the aim of my research and highlighting the key areas I wanted 
to learn more about from them. This often created the setting for an open discussion that 
could go different directions. It often created an opening to get people to talk about the 
story of their lives or on the topic of discussion, without me having to immediately ‘dig’ 
into it. During the discussion, I would interject here and there on points I needed clarity 
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12 Rwot Adek, Mican village, December, 2017. 
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or further explanation. The data from these semi-structural interviews were very useful 
to establish more structured follow-up interviews with the same informants or with new 
contacts. Most of the interviews lasted between one to two hours depending on factors 
such as the respondent’s availability, their willingness to talk (the majority did love to 
talk, but there were a few reserved and cautious ones). Interviews with NGO staff were 
usually shorter, as they only invited me during working hours with limited time offered 
to me, except for a few who were willing to meet up during weekends. Initially I took 
notes during my interviews and later I decided to record them to be able to get every 
detail of the interview. However, I soon abandoned this method as it did not feel like an 
appreciated tool from observing my respondents during these interviews. I realised that 
many of them while being recorded did not feel very free to talk and were much more 
reserved in their responses. Others declined to have their interviews recorded so I went 
back to taking notes.  
Data from interviews were triangulated as much as possible through contrasting with 
other sources (interviews, reports). The fact that most of the chiefs I spoke to were more 
or less known in the broader region and in Gulu somehow facilitated the task of 
triangulation. In terms of the validation of the interview data, it needs to be noted that 
critical interpretation was needed especially in the case of chiefs clearly wishing to 
present a particular ‘picture’ of themselves (cf. infra). For example: rwodi would 
sometimes present historical accounts (aimed at asserting the historic legitimacy of their 
authority) which, after critical analysis, hold several invalid claims. However, the 
construction of these (invalid) historical narratives was in itself interesting empirical 
material, as these narratives are part of chiefs’ repertoires used in constructing and 
reconstructing customary authority. As Bouka (2013) has stated, when narratives are an 
important resource in your study, the ‘quality’ of these narratives is not defined by their 
in factual accuracy; yet ‘it rests on discovering the range of individual narrative strategies 
and revealing how individuals present their experiences within a specific context” 
(p.112). The question 'why' and 'how' these stories were being told, to me, was more 
interesting to me then the historic validity of these stories. These narratives (whether 
constructed through an interview or through a written booklet) have been analysed as 
important resources in the construction of legitimacy and authority.  
I organised focus group discussions with community members or with clan elders of 
different chiefdoms, always gathering six people (sometimes more people joined along 
the talking) with the best gender balance I could get. After selecting my four main ‘cases’ 
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of chiefdoms, I made sure for all of them I had conducted at least 3 extra of these focus 
group discussions. During these discussions, particular topics were introduced for 
discussion. Sometimes these were very successful and informative, sometimes they were 
not very dynamic and did not last very long. As mentioned earlier, avoiding control of 
chiefs over these focus groups was sometimes a challenge, as in the over researched 
setting of northern Uganda, a fixed ‘protocol’ (of ‘mobilisation’) is often expected to be 
followed by the researcher. To circumvent rwodi’s control, I would myself, accompanied 
by my research assistant, bring together people outside the mobilisation efforts by the 
local LC or the rwot himself.  
(Participant) observation was key during the different phases of my research. I 
conducted several hours of observation within the offices of KKA for example, but most 
of the observations took place while following rwodi on their daily activities. I considered 
it of paramount importance to follow the chiefs at their homes and work places and 
accompany them at events, while conducting meetings etc. From this method, through 
participating in everyday actions and interactions, I was able to understand their 
practices (how they act in their different duties such as solving disputes) as well as the 
kinds of relationships they seek to establish with actors in their environment. These 
observations, by attending their meetings, spending time at their homes and sharing 
meals with them, offered me a lot of information that I could not get from the interviews. 
They have been crucial in grasping the actors, as well as the resources and repertoires of 
customary authority. I should mention that this participative observation in the form of 
‘sticking with the chiefs’ was not equally successful in all cases. Sometimes the gaze on 
their faces could tell that I was not welcome and sometimes it also seemed uncomfortable 
for the chiefs' family, who I think became tired of my presence sometimes. Participating 
in ‘chiefly’ events was very interesting, as was for example my attendance of the 3-day 
cultural festival organised by KKA. The thick description of this detailed ethnographic 
observation has led to the development of chapter 6 in this dissertation.  
During the observations and during my fieldwork stays in general, informal talks with 
all kinds of people also were an additional resource during my fieldwork. These included 
for example informal interactions with people, like the boda boda (motorcycle) drivers who 
took me to my destinations and the people with whom I stayed and shopped from. Every 
opportunity I had to talk to people in hotels, markets etc. proved a learning moment on 
different things that I could incorporate in the findings.  
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Lastly, some written documents provided by my research informants (such as strategic 
plans produced by KKA or individual chiefdom administrations, historical booklets 
printed by chiefdom administrations, NGO reports etc) also formed sources of 
information, although I did not do a structural document analysis of NGO reports or 
KKA booklets. Newspaper articles and social media extracts on particular topics and 
events which I have been researching during my fieldwork have also been integrated into 
the dissertation in case they could complement the data gathered through qualitative 
methods. 
The qualitative data gathered during fieldwork was analysed afterwards with the help of 
ethnographic content analysis, coding the data along long key themes of my research 
(Altheide 1987). After periods of fieldwork followed periods of analysis and writing at 
Ghent University. During these stays, data was interpreted and analysed with the help 
of the conceptual framework and additional literature review. My literature study only 
included English sources; while I am aware that there also exists interesting French 
literature on topics such as custom and public authority, I was not able to read and use 
it. This analysis with the help of the literature, was a process that took place from the 
beginning till the end of the PhD project. The exercise enabled me to identify gaps and 
areas for further research. The writing in itself helped me a lot, and pushed me to a 
constant dialogue between the data and the theory.  
2.4. Limitations  
In terms of representativeness the total of 13 rwodi I could engage with during my 
research is limited when considering the total number of 55 chiefdoms in northern 
Uganda. By choosing for investigating ‘in depth’ rather than ‘in width’, the scope has 
remained rather limited.  
With regards to the selection of the 4 specific cases developed in further detail for the last 
chapters of the dissertation, the fact that all these chiefdoms are located west Acholi 
impacted the representativeness of the sample. The Acholi sub-region is divided into 
‘east’ and ‘west’, with its distinctive land mark feature; the Acwa River. This division has 
its initial definition from early settlements during migration of people into Acholi region 
(Atkinson 1989). However, for the British the distinction was a convenient foundation for 
their administration structures. In northern Uganda, as late as 1937, Kitgum and Gulu 
were the only two districts in the region, and the British established their administrative 
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posts in both districts. Later the two districts were merged and Acholi district created, 
with its base in Gulu (Laruni 2014). This decision was not welcomed by the people in the 
east Acholi, but also it is a factor that has created economic and social stratification of the 
two, with a much more progressive west than the east of Acholi, evident even today 
(Laruni 2014). I hope that in future research, I will be able to expand my inquiry to east 
Acholi as well, as I recognise the gap in my work as it is now. 
Further, the rwodi of the selected case-studies happen to reside in or near town, despite 
some of them having their chiefdom headquarters far from Gulu town. Their urban 
connections may have facilitated their interaction with external actors. Their urban 
residency may have caused a bias in the sampling, with regards to for example their 
access to economic, social or political networks, their more ‘global’ interactions compared 
to those rwodi residing in more isolated rural areas etc.  
Given the fact that the influence of the international aid and humanitarian interventions 
on customary authority was the starting point of this research, several of the chiefs had 
been referred to me by international organisations. This means that my research may 
have excluded those chiefs who have never been involved at all with donor-financed 
projects. Indirectly, this may also have resulted in the fact that several of the chiefs I have 
engaged with, are somehow ‘visible’ or ‘well-known’ chiefs compared to others, or may 
have been more ‘vocal’ then others. Including more isolated, rural-based and less vocal 
chiefs in the research sample could have offered a more comparative and complete 
insight in aspects such as the use of registers or the available resources to customary 
chiefs.  
One other shortcoming in my research is that I did not manage to encounter and talk to 
the paramount chief, rwot David Acana. All my effort yielded unfulfilled promises from 
the KKA secretaries; the chief was either sick, not around or I needed an appointment. I 
made appointments on several occasions and on the agreed days, I was always 
disappointed; given the same reason as noted above. I gave up trying after realising it 
was an impossible mission. I wonder, if I would not have been a local, Ugandan 
researcher, would he have been able to make time for me?   
A last note in terms of limitations is on gender: while studying customary authority in 
northern Uganda, this involved almost exclusively men. The choice for a particular focus 
on the role, position, agency and authority of the figure of the rwot has influenced this 
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exclusion of focus on female agency within customary authority. It is however important 
to recognise the fact that research has demonstrated that the domain of the custom in 
Acholiland, historically, has not exclusively been an arena of male agency, also women 
played their role. For instance, chapter 3 mentions the important role played by the spirit 
medium, the ajwaka, who normally is a woman. There is currently also the position of 
rwot okoro, a woman who heads women groups within clans, responsible for mobilising 
collective weeding and harvesting. On the whole however, customary authority in its 
current institutionalised version has increasingly become represented by male authority 
with very minimal representation of females such as rwot okoro. Moreover, customary 
authority has become the arena in which rwodi explicitly seek to reinforce the male 
authority they had lost during the war and post-war interventions (Branch 2011). The 
gender component has not been a special focus in my research questions. Only in the 
latest phase of my research, I realized the lack of this dimension of female agency in the 
construction of customary authority. Especially given the current renewed attention to 
specifically these under-researched dimensions of customary authority.13 As Verweijen 
& van Bockhaven (forthcoming) have argued: this lack of gender-sensitivity runs the risk 
narrows the analysis to particular facets of customary authority, in terms of male, 
patriarchal, stable authority vested in the institution of ‘the chief’. They state: “a singular 
focus on chiefs as embodiment of customary authority tends to go hand in hand with 
their conceptualization in terms of political authority instilled in male, hereditary power 
position”. I take responsibility for the fact that my research, by the lack of including these 
alternative perspectives on customary authority, may have reinforced this vision on 
Acholi public authority.  
2.5. On Positionality I: Inside yet being outside 
Scrutinising our own positionalities in fieldwork is important to adopt a self-reflexive 
stance in research, acknowledging the different roles and identities we have as persons 
and researcher in relation to the field. In this regard, I shortly want to explain my position 
as an insider-yet-outsider in my research setting of northern Uganda.  
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Verweijen & van Bockhaven (forthcoming) warn us about the effects of an exclusively male focus; and 
several contributions in the issue focus on the role of women.  
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Before I started in this research project, with my limited knowledge on ethnography, I 
had the impression that for ‘locals’ like me, it was strange, or ‘inappropriate’ to do 
ethnographic research. According to my preconceived knowledge on ethnography, this 
anthropological research method was something for white researchers. For me, 
conducting ethnographic research felt somehow like ‘alienating’ myself from my 
participants, by studying them as ‘others’. One of the members of my doctoral committee 
suggested me to read Smith’s book on ‘decolonising methodologies (2009), by which I 
learned the historical and colonial context of ethnographic research as a tool to research 
the “primitive” cultures in distant lands (Prasad 1997, p. 104), The book read as an 
encouragement and inspiration for me, as an ‘indigenous’ researcher and made me also 
reflect more on the issue of ‘alterity’, ‘outsiderness’ and the process of ‘othering’ and what 
happens if the boundaries between the ‘other’ and the ‘self’ become increasingly blurred 
(Rutten et al. 2013).  
Within anthropology, the argument for ‘native ethnography’ has become an important 
claim in the decolonisation of anthropology in ‘non-western’ societies (Mutua & 
Swadener 2004; Smith 2012). In northern Uganda, an increasing number of ‘native’ 
researchers and PhD students and researchers have been active in qualitative data 
collection on all kinds of topics related to the post-war setting (cf. infra), in that sense, the 
research scene has scientifically been ‘decolonised’. Gulu University, Refugee Law Project 
and other research institutes have become important and established research centres in 
the region. 
Within the literature on positionality in fieldwork, there has been a recent explicit interest 
in this question of insider versus outsider perspectives and ‘native ethnography’ in a 
cross-cultural post-colonial setting (see for example Chawla 2006; Jankie 2004; Chavez 
2008). In this literature, different opportunities as well as pitfalls and challenges have 
been discussed in detail, around notions of ‘auto-ethnography’, ‘insider positionality’ 
and ‘indigenous reflexivity’. Being a Ugandan doing research in Uganda from Uganda 
Martyrs University, I could be considered an ‘indigenous or ‘native’ or ‘insider’ 
researcher (Colic-Peisker 2004). This position however does not always guarantee a ‘soft 
landing’ into the research community, in fact, there are many instances when ‘outsider 
researchers’ are preferred by the local communities (Smith 2012). But in general, being a 
local researcher comes with a number of important advantages. Indeed, as a Ugandan I 
had the advantaged position of understanding the general political and socio-cultural 
context of the research setting, where for a non-Ugandan it would take a considerable 
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investment to establish this knowledge. As my research involved fieldwork periods with 
the use of ethnographic research methods, as a ‘local’ researcher I had less troubles trying 
to ‘blend in’ or ‘fit’ in the local context, what Plassad (1997) has referred to as immersion 
and connection, thus escaping ethnographic criticism such as ‘exotism’. Indeed, I was not 
the white (munu) researcher coming from overseas to travel to northern Uganda to study 
the effects of protracted war. These are still many in Gulu and indeed, I was not identified 
as one of them. Yet, I was also an ‘outsider’, since the Acholi research field was in several 
aspects ‘foreign’ to me. I myself am from the western region, I do not share the same 
historic regional background with people from Acholiland.  
At the start, I was conscious of my own position in the Ugandan ‘north-south’ divide, a 
political design from the colonial period that has been reinforced in political regimes ever 
since (as discussed in the next chapter). This divide has persisted in defining groups and 
sometimes relations among people in Uganda. Distinction is never made as to which 
particular part of western Uganda one comes from, whether Bunyoro, Tooro, Kigezi or 
Ankole; you are all ‘westerners’ and the government headed by ‘westerners’ is 
responsible for the war in northern Uganda. At the start of my research, this caused me 
many thoughts running through my mind. In fact, I feared to ask many things about the 
war in my early days, until I had gained enough confidence from my stays in the field to 
do so. Fortunately for me, my position in this aspect did not prove in anyway an obstacle 
to my research. Sooner than later, I let go of my fears which I realised were simply 
informed by dominant stereotypes on groups of people held throughout the country. 
Needless to say, I have not met people as welcoming to me as the people I met in northern 
Uganda.   
So, I was not a ‘local’, I did not speak Acholi and there were many cultural aspects I was 
not very familiar with. Custom in general, had always been quite foreign to me. And 
through my interest I realised my lack of understanding of tradition and custom and I 
was happy to learn a lot. Even if I had to ask some things over and over again to be sure, 
the customary chiefs took their time to explain as good as possible. As such, the 
‘integration’ in the local context needed for being able to use ethnographic research 
methods was not automatically realised. Social and cultural codes, feelings, boundaries 
as such were not all immediately clear to me. Sometimes I felt weird having to use a 
translator and as translation always comes with many limitations and the loss of certain 
levels of information, I regretted not being able to capture all the interesting expressions 
and talking going on around me. My position was thus something of an outsider (from 
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their perspective) doing insider research (from the broader research perspective at Ghent 
University for example). It is clear for me that these binary categories as such do not work 
well as they mask the dynamic boundaries and different layered aspects of position, 
power and identity (Jankie 2004; Merriam et al. 2001).  
Of course, the position of a researcher in itself already creates an identification as an 
‘outsider’ (Kunaha 2000). First of all, this had to do with the level of education, which is 
sometimes associated with a certain perception of ‘custom’ and ‘tradition’. The fact that 
‘tradition’ to a certain extend has been branded as devilish, satanic and archaic by modern 
education, sometimes seemed to result in customary leaders supposing me having this 
vision on them. 
Whether stereotypically or as a matter of fact, educated people are believed not to engage 
much into the ‘cultural practices’ or even to despise cultural practices. Sometimes, this 
believe influences the way in which rwodi approached me at the start. Secondly, the 
researcher also represents the ‘outside’ the academic world and the ‘international’ as in 
my case Ghent University, informing a particular power relation. It was interesting for 
me to observe how I was approached in a completely different way when my research 
supervisor from Belgium came to visit me in the field. We were constantly asked to 
present our identity documents, or research clearance. At these moments, the advantages 
of being a Ugandan (‘insider’) again appeared to me.  
The fact of me being a woman also influenced my position as a researcher. Doing research 
on the domain of Acholi custom in particular, is a challenge as this domain is often 
perceived as being the realm of men (cf. supra). A respected Acholi woman, or any 
woman for that matter in Uganda, should ‘culturally’ or ‘traditionally’, kneel down when 
they greet the male, elders and especially, the chief. She should not dress in trousers or 
short dresses. However, Uganda generally and Acholi sub-region specifically are 
progressing and steadily outliving such sexist practices. Nevertheless, on several 
occasions, I had to respond to questions on my choice of dressing; specifically trousers. 
On one occasion, while holding an interview with a rwot, a woman entered the house, 
knelt down to make an inquiry from the chief and after that, as if to remind that I had not 
knelt down, the chief explained to me how this was an example of well-raised Acholi 
woman. Further I was scared into never entering an abila (shrine for spirits or gods), as it 
is a forbidden place for young women, who risk becoming barren. On the whole though, 
I received complements for progressing with my studies. Several chiefs appreciate the 
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value of education and even mention it as an important note in their vision and 
development agenda for their chiefdom.  
Overall, the fieldwork has been a very inspiring and instructive process to me, and 
proved to be the best approach to study Acholi customary authority. To understand the 
layered construction of this authority and its historic components, the next chapter 
provides a historic overview of the construction and transformation of Acholi chieftaincy.   
2.6. On Positionality II: Research Fatigue and Expectations  
Northern Uganda is nowadays sometimes referred to as an ‘over-researched place’. 
Besides the massive influx of foreign humanitarian, peacebuilding and development 
actors, northern Uganda and especially its main urban centre of Gulu town have 
experienced the influx of researchers. Over the years, since the end of the violence around 
2006, Gulu became a popular destination for conflict researchers to study the diverse 
effects of the protracted violent conflict. Gulu was a stable and easily accessible research 
terrain (Schiltz & Büscher 2017). Since some years now, there is a term circulating within 
Gulu, ‘research fatigue’, referring to the feeling of people being tired of all the researchers 
coming in, asking them the same questions, without things ever being changed. Already 
five years ago, Ogora (2013) has written a chapter about this. It is a reality that is 
increasingly recognised by researchers in the area. In April 2017, while accompanying a 
group of Ghent students for a 2-week fieldwork stay in Gulu, Adam Branch, an 
established researcher who has been working in the region for more than fifteen years, 
confronted them with a very critical talk about Acholiland being over-burdened by the 
coming of researchers ‘like them’, leaving feelings of frustrations amongst the population. 
Afterwards, I could see the students struggling with their own position in this context of 
research fatigue. Indeed, it is a reality that impacts your position but also your work as a 
researcher. Fortunately, I was rarely directly confronted with apparent demonstrations 
of research fatigue (as in for example people being really frustrated or refusing to talk to 
me) but I, sometimes, could tell its impact judging from the lack of enthusiasm or 
motivation to engage in discussions, 'mechanical' responses to some questions; 
sometimes it felt like responses were pre-determined in an almost identical manner of 
response, from whoever you would ask.  
The research fatigue also reinforces the expectations towards the researcher, that are 
always there (even in not over-researched places) and that have to do with the unequal 
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power relations between the researcher and the informants, and influenced by contexts 
of vulnerability, crisis, poverty, etc. (Swartz 2011; Huisman 2008). For instance, a group 
of women I met during my second field stay in the market in For God,14 initially declined 
an interview with me, because they did not see the benefit of it. Having told them, I am a 
student and only doing it for academic reason, one lady told me "you are going to finish 
your studies and get a good job from our knowledge, and what do we get?"15  I noticed 
that in contrast to researchers working for NGOs (consultancies, with influence on impact 
in the form of policy), the ‘private’ researchers like me are even more confronted with 
this issue. It is a difficult position to be in, in order to navigate these expectations, in the 
particular context of the research fatigue. As critically revealed by Ansoms, as a 
researcher, when your time in the field is up, you leave behind people, who have greatly 
impacted your life, to continue with their daily struggles in the same economic and social 
conditions (Ansoms in: Thomson et al. 2013). I was well aware of how ‘unhelpful’ I was 
to the specific concerns people confronted me with. However, over the years of my 
research, these moments have been relatively rare and have not discouraged me from 
continuing my work. The customary leaders to whom I spoke to, did not explicitly expect 
things from me, but it was clear that they were looking for good publicity, expecting me 
to tell good stories about them. This resulted in them of course highlighting all the 
positive aspects about their work and institution. I had to talk to several external sources 
to be able to nuance this picture.  
What even struck me more, was when people told me their stories with the hope that I 
could advocate for them. People told me what they referred to as "injustices" within the 
cultural system, like for example the intimidation by the organisers of the Kitgum festival 
(see chapter 6), or stories of the cultural institution KKA grabbing land. I noticed that by 
the details that were being shared with me, people were in search of an immediate pro-
active satisfactory response, as if I was a journalist able to produce a newspaper article 
naming and shaming the implicated individuals. This can lead to a situation which 
Robben (2006) has called 'ethnographic seduction', which he describes as 'those personal 
defences and strategies used by respondents that play with our own inhibitions, 
weaknesses, and biases and affect our critical sensibility' (Robben in: Bouka 2013, p. 114). 
Confronted with these kinds of expectations, I realised that eventually, the kind of 
research outcome I would produce in the form of the PhD would not be what some 
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14 For God is a place roughly 6 kilometers out of Gulu town; it is also where Pageya Chiefdom 
headquarters are located. 
15 Women  seated in a market place in For God village, July, 2015  
    


people had desired it to be, and will have limited impact on the situation that these people 
would have seen addressed. It is an ethical but also a moral question for me that has really 
haunted me and caused guilt. Talking to our colleagues at the Conflict Research Group, 
I appeared not being the only one struggling with this. As the precious time and resources 
available for me to bring this research to a good end all went into the realisation of this 
PhD, I hope that in the future, I will be able to translate future research into formats that 
might serve to achieving ‘change’ other than informing academic debates.  
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Chapter 3. Acholi Cultural Institution: History 
and Production of Authority 
 
3.1 Introduction 
Although the focus on this PhD is on the post-war period, a study of historical patterns 
that have shaped current dynamics of Acholi chieftaincy and customary authority is 
crucial. The historical dimension of customary power needs to be recognised, in 
analysing political powers in the post conflict era (Höhne 2007). This chapter runs 
through different historical phases of the formation of customary authority. It covers the 
immensely long period from the 18th century to the LRA war. I am aware this implies a 
rather superficial reading of very complex processes, lacking the space to cover all aspects 
and complexities of these processes. I limited myself to highlight a number of processes 
that I think are key to understand current manifestations of and contestations over 
customary authority. Particular attention is given to the impact of different phases of 
external intervention (in the form of slave and ivory traders, colonial administrators or 
humanitarian agencies) on the position of the chief, his authority and legitimacy, and his 
chiefly roles and functions.  
3.2. Pre-Colonial Acholi Chiefs  
The people we refer to today as Acholi have their roots in the old history of different 
migration patterns into northern Uganda (a detailed account of these migrations is 
beyond the scope of this dissertation, but had been documented by among other authors; 
Atkinson 2010, 1989 and Crazzolara 1950). They are one group of the Luo speaking people 
scattered in the East African region (Atkinson 1989). The Acholi people occupy what are 
today the eight northern districts of Kitgum, Nwoya, Lamwo, Pader, Gulu, Amuru, 
Agago and Omoro. According to the 2014 National census, the number of people in 
Acholi sub region is estimated at 1.47 million, comprising 4.4 percent of the population 
of Uganda (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2016).  
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I start my historical overview in the 17th century, when chiefdom formation started in 
what we call Acholiland today. The social order of the people called Acholi, according to 
Atkinson, was a result of ‘adoption and adaptation of structures and ideas of socio-
political organisation from the kingdom of Bunyoro-Kitara sprawling to the south of 
Acholi’ (Atkinson 1989, p.22).  The chieftaincy ideology leading to Acholi chiefdoms was 
largely shaped by the Bunyoro-kitara political order, a southern kingdom, introduced in 
Acholi region by the Paluo. It is when the Paluo moved to occupy their present-day 
location that the chiefdom social order started to emerge in Acholiland. With the 
movement of these dozen groups of people, came the social political ideologies and 
organisational structures of chiefdoms. ‘Rwotship’ among the Paluo was linked to three 
important components; a hereditary ruler who enjoyed prestige and respect; tribute given 
to the chief in recognition of his authority and royal regalia, with the drum as the most 
important of them (Atkinson 2010).    
Consequently, in the late 17th and early 18th centuries, these groups established 
themselves and increased in number. The widespread creation of chiefdoms was 
embraced by all people living in Acholi, the Luo and non-Luo speaking groups alike 
(Atkinson 1989). Some authors have also seen in the formation of the chiefdoms, the start 
of the formation of a collective Acholi identity (Whitmire 2013); ‘identity was not just a 
political identity, nor was it limited to the chiefdom ideology. The chiefdom order, 
traditions, and the adoption of a common language functioned to form the Acholi ethnic 
identity during the pre-colonial period’ (Whitmire 2013, p.13). Amone and Muura, have 
argued that the formation of chiefdoms did not lead to the abandonment of the 
fundamental philosophy of the Luo political organisation or ‘the belief and practice that 
all important decisions affecting the community could only be arrived at, not by a single 
person, but by the consensus of the elders representing the different clans constituting 
that particular chiefdom’ (Amone & Muura 2013, p. 4).  
During this pre-colonial period, Acholi chiefdoms were polycephalous, in a sense that 
chiefs were more or less on equal footing (Amone & Muura 2013). Each chief governed a 
specific state, of which boundaries were known and respected. In Girling's analysis of the 
precolonial socio-political order of the Acholi people, this state/political entity headed 
by a rwot is what he called a ‘domain’ (Girling 1960). He, as well as Amone & Muura 
(2013) saw many similarities between this political domain to a pre-colonial kingdom or 
state, but deemed these categories inappropriate considering the scale and the quantity; 
there were over 50 of such entities. By end 18th Century, Atkinson (2010) posits that their 
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number had increased to about 70. The domains varied in size and strength; the smallest 
chiefdom comprised of as few as five villages, the biggest as many as fifty (Amone & 
Muura 2013; Girling 1960). The way in which villages related to chiefdoms depended on 
complex patterns of marriage and military alliances. These domains were later referred 
to by the colonial authorities as chiefdoms. Each of these chiefdoms was headed by a rwot. 
A domain or chiefdom grouped several villages (depending on alliances); people in the 
same village shared the same lineage or kaka (Atkinson 1994). Each kaka had its village 
elders, called ladit (pl. ludito). The domain was divided into two categories of villages: the 
aristocratic villages (lo kal) from which the rulers hailed from, and the ‘commoner 
villages’ or (lo bong). The rwot himself came from a separate household, called gang kal or 
‘ruler’s village’ (Girling 1960). 
The rwot was the most important political, economic and social personality in the 
chiefdom (Atkinson 2010). His authority was derived from different sources. First of all, 
it was built on his moral values (like generosity towards clansmen, living a ‘just’ life) and 
the ability to maintain order and arbitration of conflicting lineages. This moral capacity, 
until today, is a quality people explicitly referred to as the condition for being a legitimate 
chief. As will be demonstrated further in the following chapters of my dissertation, this 
moral capacity as a central aspect of rwotship has known a complex history through 
episodes of conflict and post-conflict interventions. Since it is key for their legitimation, 
rwodi need to constantly produce and reassert this moral authority, which appears to be 
particularly challenging in the post-post conflict setting of Acholiland today.  
Another important resource from which the rwot’s authority was derived, was his 
capacity to provide protection and food, and the power to make the rain fall down (and 
as such assure harvest (Girling 1960; MacDonald 2014). According to Girling (1960), ‘the 
position of the rwot was partly dependent on his ability to command respect and 
allegiance of all community members, either as head of their agnatic lineage, as their 
cognate kinsman, or through ties of factious affinity, or, finally, by virtue of their service 
to him’ (Girling 1960, p. 83). People recognised the authority of the chief by offering him 
gifts (for example hunted game animals, leopard and lion skins, arrows) and paying 
tributes, confirming his prestigious position (Atkinson 2010). Free labour was the most 
important form of tribute to the chief (Atkinson 1989). For example, the male members of 
a chiefdom were obliged to work twice a year in the fields of the rwot’s wives as tribute 
(tyer) to the chief (Girling 1960). The rendering of such tribute acknowledged the rule of 
that chief, and its proceeds were largely redistributed by the chief in calculated ways to 
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demonstrate wealth and generosity and to reward subjects individually and collectively 
for their labour, their loyalty, or their bravery’ (Atkinson 1989, p.23). The redistribution 
of the tribute and wealth was thus a key mechanism of his public authority. It was also 
used to entice outsiders to join the chiefdom, and as such other members outside the 
chiefdom ensured the chief for forging social and political relations.  
However, despite being the top on the hierarchy and occupying the prestigious position, 
the rwot did not rule by coercion. Chiefly authority was not absolute; power was shared 
with village elders who represented their lineages (ladit kaka) (MacDonald 2014). For 
instance, decisions about the chiefdom were never taken by the chief individually, it had 
to be through their consultation (Amone & Muura 2013). As described by Atkinson: 
‘social stratification and the rwot’s coercive power were both limited, and political 
authority was shared with the heads of the chiefdom’s constituent clans’ (Atkinson 2010, 
p. 92) and refers to Acholi polities with limited forms of centralisation and stratification. 
Other reasons advanced by Atkinson for the limited coercive power, were that all men 
were armed with spears, bows and arrows; the chief did not have access to any special 
warrior force and lastly because the rwot shared the roles, including that of summoning 
the fighters as need arose with the lineage heads (Atkinson 2010). As such, precolonial 
Acholi polities never developed the kind of bureaucracies that existed in kingdoms such 
as the Buganda Kingdom with centralised powers for the King (Amone & Muura 2013, 
p. 4). The chief was surrounded by a number of these elders, called the ladit pa rwot (elders 
of the chief) who advised the rwot and were involved in dispute resolution amongst clans 
in the chiefdom. Only in case the lineage heads failed to mediate a conflict, the rwot would 
step in and take over (Girling 1960, MacDonald 2014). They held authority on ongon or 
(legal norms or precedents) that were orally passed on from along generations (Whitmire 
2013).  
Rwodi also derived power from the chiefdom spirits, jogi (sing. Jok) that determined the 
moral order of society, by claiming to use the power of these jogi to ’heal’ society within 
the chiefdom or to protect it (Paine 2014). This was only possible through the clan elder 
referred to as the ajwaka, or a traditional healer, (usually a spirit medium and normally a 
woman) whose role was to consult the spirits. This access to spiritual power was a key 
customary resource strengthening the chief’s position as a mediator. The chiefdom jok 
according to Allen, ‘underlined the position of the chief [rwot] as a mediator with, and a 
propitiator of, the realm beyond moral relations... Chiefs were thus connected with the 
bush ‘outside’, while at the same time embodying the values of the ‘inside’, and at 
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moments of general crisis, such as failed rains, their intermediary quality rendered them 
invaluable’ Allen 1991 in: Paine 2014, p. 42). Today, these cosmological and spiritual 
powers or resources are still an important aspect of rwotship. Yet, they are not expressed 
or referred to explicitly as used to be the case in this pre-colonial period. From my own 
fieldwork, these aspects of chiefly authority were the most difficult ones to discuss. As 
these spiritual aspects have over time been contrasted to narratives of ‘modernity’ as well 
been ‘demonised’ under Christian influences, the topic has become somehow a ‘taboo’. 
Some chiefs would more openly talk about these issues than others.  
Thus in short, the register through which rwodi mainly positioned themselves could be 
identified as provision of order and harmony. This included assuring security, protection, 
wealth and conflict mediation. As explained in the conceptual introduction, particular 
practices were needed to construct authority and legitimacy drawing from these 
registers. This authority was produced through ritual performances, although most of 
the time, offering supportive roles to the lineage heads. The rainmaking ceremony was 
unique as it was the only one that involved the direct participation of the chief. The reason 
was that many rituals were performed in accordance with particular lineages' customs. 
Nevertheless, the ceremonies took place at his residence, kal (Atkinson 2010).  
A number of particular material symbols were attached to the rwodi’s authority, such as 
the royal regalia (the drum, heredity spear, the stool). During for example the succession 
ceremonies, these regalia demonstrated as the sources of his authority (Atkinson 2010; 
Girling 1960). The chief's drum (bul ker), which was the most important symbol of 
authority would, at times, possess the heads of enemies that had been captured during 
war (Girling 1960). Today, these regalia are still referred to as key resources of legitimacy 
of a rwot. When clans are disputing the claims to rwotship, this often involves the 
possession of these regalia.16  
Although this short and rough presentation of customary authority in the 1800s may run 
the risk of presenting a static picture of chiefly roles and positions, it needs to be 
underlined that these were dynamic and were constantly shaped and reshaped by 
broader political or socio-economic processes, including droughts and famine (Atkinson 
1989). Chiefdoms or ‘domains’ did not exist in a vacuum, and changes in the political 
context for example had important ramifications for their organisation. For example, 
mobility and flexibility between chiefdoms and on the level of clan identity being 
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16 Focus group discussion with elders of Pageya in Laro division, Gulu, December 2017. 
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complex and changing over time, has until today ramifications on the clans’ and 
chiefdoms’ claims to land (Hopwood 2015b, p. 393) 
3.3. Slave and Ivory Traders 
In 1820, Khedive Ali of Egypt evaded and took control of the Sudan region.  Throughout 
the 19th century, the Egyptian government had extended its influence via Sudan into 
Acholiland with the help of the kutoria and Jadiya forces, to what then became known as 
the Equatorial province (Odoi 2009). Profound political changes occurred in Acholiland 
when it increasingly became part of the political economy of slaves and ivory. With the 
establishment of Arab trading stations between the 1840s and the 1880s by the Kutaria 
and later Jadiya (Arab traders from Egypt), Acholi societies gradually integrated into the 
political and economic realm of the regional trade in slaves and ivory. Acholiland served 
as link between Khartoum and the East African coastal areas and the powerful centre of 
Zanzibar. From the moment the Arab and African merchants had exhausted the ivory 
and slaves from this coastal region, they penetrated further inland. This process has been 
well documented (Atkinson 1989; Girling 1960; Oloya 2015). Under the British 
protectorate from the late 19th century onwards, the Egyptian Khedive was put under 
pressure to end slave trade in the equatorial province. Samuel Baker, appointed as the 
governor general of this province, was sent to assist end slave trade. Baker was loved by 
the people who referred to him as ‘the man who defeated the Kuturia’ (Amone & Muura 
2013). After the Kutoria had been successfully chased out of the region by Samuel Baker, 
the Jadiya ruled the Equatorial Province as representatives of the Egyptian government 
(Atkinson 1989; Odoi 2009).  
The Jadiya increasingly took the form of repressive governance by coercion. For example, 
Atkinson has described how ‘they demanded a burdensome grain tax, which they often 
collected with what is remembered as excessive force and in excessive amounts; they 
flouted accepted Acholi codes and practices; they meted out what is remembered as 
harsh, unjust, and unpredictable 'justice'; and they interfered frequently, and often 
violently, in both inter- and intrapolity affairs’. Atkinson 1989, p.36). The unpopular rule 
of the Jadiya was constantly being fought by the Acholi from1885 until 1888 when they 
were finally defeated, putting the Egyptian rule of the Equatorial province to an end 
(Atkinson 2010).  
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One of the often-cited effects of this ‘foreign’ rule was the circulation of fire arms which 
led to the militarisation of Acholi society in the form of standing armies. The Jadiya 
exchanged their guns with the chiefs of Acholi. When they had completely withdrawn 
from the equatorial province in 1888, arms would be obtained from Ethiopian hunters. 
According to Odoi (2009), the period between 1889 and 1904, Acholiland was still largely 
free of colonial rule, so these Ethiopians took advantage of the lacuna and engaged in 
extensive hunting of ivory and sale of firearms to the Acholi chiefs. The Ethiopian hunters 
unrestrictedly killed many elephants. Acholi thus became the mostly heavily armed 
region within the British protectorate (Odoi 2009). 
All these events led to changes in the power relations between chiefdoms. For example, 
it was not until after 1850 that most Acholi chiefdoms including Padibe, Lamogi, Payira, 
Palabek, Koc, decided on forming standing armies. Rwot Ogwok of Padibe, having 
acquired guns from the Arab traders; formed the strongest army of all and consequently 
became the most powerful and feared rwot (Amone & Muura 2013).  
This ‘foreign rule’ thus installed a new sort of political arena, in which Acholi chiefs 
played a key role as the most important local power figures and powerful ‘middlemen’ 
between the rulers and the population (Van Nieuwaal & Van Dijk 1999). As middlemen, 
the rwodi and their translators became very powerful and wealthy through their access to 
resources such as ivory, fire-arms and cattle (Atkinson 2010). The changing nature of 
resources at chief’s disposal gradually changed the nature of the tribute paid to the chief, 
and at one point they demanded for example one tusk for every animal killed by every 
member of chiefdom (Atkinson 2010). This tribute was not being redistributed but 
exchanged for goods (such as beads, copper, brass and cloth). If rwodi collected enough 
tusks, they would exchange them for guns and cattle.  
Additionally, rwodi were also being rewarded with cattle or firearms for example 
assisting in the hunting activities organised by the foreign traders. The connection of 
these new forms of resources to the chieftaincy significantly changed the power basis of 
the rwodi; where before tribute was used for social and political ends, it was now 
increasingly used for personal accumulation (Atkinson 1989). Some of them were not 
only engaged in the sale of ivory but also in slave trade, by selling their own subjects 
(Amone & Muura 2010). Militarisation and coercion thus increasingly entered the chiefly 
registers within which chiefs positioned themselves.  
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Increasingly, the power relations between Acholi chiefdoms became more outspoken, 
with Payira emerging as the largest and most powerful chiefdom (Atkinson 1989; Girling 
1960; Paine 2014). ‘Payira mediated disputes among the others, enforced settlements and 
the payment of compensations, compelled some chiefdoms to leave the area, called on 
others for assistance in war, and intervened in purely internal affairs, perhaps even to the 
degree of interfering with succession to the rwotship’ (Atkinson 1989, p. 34). Rwot 
Ochama of the Payira became very powerful through strategic collaboration and 
coalitions in the political economy of ivory and slaves. His rule, and especially the rule of 
his son, was of an increasingly coercive nature, carrying out raids against neighbours 
trying to establish his authority (Paine 2014).  
 3.4. Traditional Authority under Colonial Administration 
‘Chiefly authority has been continuously tailored to various moments of 
interaction with different forms government administration since the advent of 
colonialism in the nineteenth century’ (Buthelezi & Skosana 2018, 111).  
The British were very reluctant to incorporate Acholiland into their emerging Uganda 
protectorate, and their motives to eventually incorporate were geopolitical rather than 
economical. Compared to other regions in the protectorate, the region was very dry, 
sparsely populated and located far in the north, and as such considered a bad investment 
to include it in the colonial region (Atkinson 2010). Stereotypes on the Acholi tribe shaped 
the colonisers’ approach of the region and its people, considered primitive, naturally lazy, 
inferior and having nothing to contribute to development (Kustenbauder 2010; Odoi 
2009). Unlike the southern centralised monarchical type of political organisation, the 
Acholi socio-political organisation was that of a decentralised chieftaincy, categorised as 
‘stateless’ by the British (Girling 1960). As later argued by Odoi (2009) amongst others, 
this stereotyping was part of the formation and manipulation of ethnic groups as part of 
the colonial administration’s divide and rule strategy.  
In order to expand their control over the River Nile region and their cotton development 
in Egypt, and in order to forestall the possibility of French and Belgians occupying the 
region, the British eventually included Acholiland in 1898 (Atkinson 2010; Paine 2014). 
Treaties were signed with several rwodi and military posts were established. Colonial 
stations were opened in Gulu in 1910 and a later one in Kitgum in 1914 (Atkinson 2010). 
In the early years of British administration, Acholiland was largely free of the British 
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influence compared to the south when their rule had been firmly established. The hunting 
activities of the Ethiopian hunters threatened the colonial administration; Karugire notes: 
‘… the activities of the Ethiopian traders were so harmful that by 1914, the vast herds of 
elephants of North-Eastern Uganda were virtually exhausted and this, in turn, led to the 
sharp decline in the revenue the protectorate had been used to collecting from this source 
(sale of ivory)’ (Karugire 1980 in: Odoi 2009, p.83).  
Expanding, establishing and legitimising their control over the decentralised Acholiland 
was thus not an easy task for the British colonisers. Additionally, the chiefdoms were 
heavily armed, had strong armies and some turned hostile to the British as well as to their 
neighbours (Amone & Muura 2013). Disarmament thus was an important strategy to 
establish control. The chiefs of Gondokoro and Gulu had over 1500 rifles when the British 
started registering arms. The exercise was carried out not without resistance; the Lamogi 
rebellion (1911-1912) was the most extensive resistance that the British had to deal with 
as they confiscated weapons (Otunnu 2017). 
The British started their occupation of northern Uganda by changing the socio-political 
order of the Acholi society with the purpose of effectively controlling the region. Existing 
power systems needed to be encapsulated and integrated in the broader colonial 
administration. Much has been written on the formation of Acholi ‘tribe’ under colonial 
rule (Amone & Muura 2013; Atkinson 1989, 2010; Laruni 2014 among others). In search 
of a cultural representation similar to the Buganda kingdom, the British started to 
imagine a unified Acholi ‘tribe’, shaping an Acholi ethnic identity (Atkinson 2010; Laruni 
2014). With the creation of tribes, the British colonial system needed customary chiefs to 
administer them.  
The incorporation of Acholi chiefdoms into British control and the achievement of 
efficiency, economic productivity and order, to a large extend had to be realised through 
the institutionalisation of customary chieftainship. According to the indirect rule 
mechanisms, it was in the advantage of the British to keep the ‘traditional’ structures to 
channel their colonial rule. Chiefs had to play an intermediate role, securing the 
compliance of the populations to the colonial government instructions. A number of 
policies were implemented to this regard. First of all, the colonial administrators started 
to appoint their own chiefs, also referring to them as rwodi. At the beginning of the British 
rule, Acholi chiefs were classified into those who ‘resisted’ and those who ‘acquiesced’ to 
colonial rule. The former would be punished and replaced by a new (appointed) chief, 
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while the latter would be rewarded. Chief Awich of Payira chiefdom is an example of a 
rwot who rejected collaboration with the British, refused to sign treaty proposals and even 
went ahead to offer refuge to the enemies of the British (other kings like Kabalega who 
were hostile to the colonialists). For this reason, Awich was arrested and imprisoned for 
more than 8 years (Paine 2014). Reward for collaboration and punishment for resisting 
colonial rule was a method of rule applied to cultural leaders in Uganda in general, and 
we observe similar stories in other regions of the colony. Omukama or king Kasagama of 
Toro for instance was supported by the British to regain their lands (Tooro and 
Busongora) which had been captured by the very powerful Kingdom of Bunyoro Kitara. 
Kasagama was reinstated as a king and an agreement on the terms of collaboration 
between the kingdom and Great Britain was signed in Tooro Territories in 1892 
(Penaccini 2008). This strategic move aimed at weakening omukama Kabalega's kingdom 
that was an enemy of central Buganda kingdom and a non-collaborator of the British. The 
western kingdom of Bunyoro Kitara is prominent for having resisted the colonial rule. In 
effect, Bunyoro and its king Kabalega lost parts of their land (the so called lost counties 
of Bugangaizi and Buyaga) to the Buganda in 1894, given by the British, something that 
has created everlasting rivalry among the two kingdoms in Uganda. Buganda on the 
other hand continued to expand as it collaborated with the British and became the centre 
of power in the protectorate. On the other hand, Kabalega's expansion plans were 
strongly frustrated by the British. They cut off the routes to the supply of guns from 
Equatorial Egypt, he was ostracised as an anti-imperialist and exiled in Seycheless Island 
in 1899.  
Those rwodi considered by the colonial administration to be detrimental to the colonial 
administration would be deposed and replaced. For example, Girling (1960, p. 84) cites a 
provincial commissioner stating that: ‘In the event of a change of chieftaincy, the claim of 
a man who would succeed according to native custom would be considered. But should 
it be decided that man incapable of being more than a chief in the old Acholi conception 
of the word, and could not carry out the government requirements, he is set aside and a 
more suitable man is put in place’. This indicates that the chiefly registers were being re-
drafted, now including notions of administrative governance capacities, formal 
education etc.  
Furthermore, independent chiefdoms were merged, extending the leadership of the rwodi 
to people they had no authority over before colonial rule (Atkinson 2010). This practice 
of colonial appointed chiefs has been referred to in the literature as the ‘invention of 
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tradition’ (Hobsbaum & Ranger 1983). This policy, as well as the change in the mode of 
succession or ascendance to the position of chief, are illustrations of the level of control 
that the British exerted on the customary authority. ‘Even those chiefs remaining in office 
were controlled much more than before, with their duties prescribed and their political 
activities strictly supervised’ (Atkinson 2010, p.6.). Further, chiefs seemingly lost their 
big-men-like power of receiving and redistributing tribute but became salaried 
employees.17 Their political powers were reoriented; where previously derived from 
patronage and ritual and symbolic power, now authority derived from more coercive 
forms of power. Chiefs’ livelihoods shifted from customary tribute and gifts to tax 
revenues, and like in other cases, ‘their role was expanded by the new registers of 
authority, which now encompassed the products of centrally governed institutions such 
as legal texts and financial resources’ (van Bockhaven, forthcoming p. 32). This gave them 
considerable access to resources, and facilitated them to ask money for delivered services 
and use it for private gains.   
To distinguish the ‘original’, hereditary rwodi from the new British appointees, people 
would refer to the former as rwot macon (‘old rwot’) or rwot me Acholi (‘the rwot according 
to Acholi custom’), or as rwodi moo (‘chief of the oil’) in opposition to the latter, rwodi 
kalam/kalam omia (‘chief of the pen’) (Paine 2014). The silencing of the replaced rwodi-
moo's public space by the British did not imply that the chiefly roles ceased, it only 
created a black spot on them, leading to less documentation of their ‘underground’ 
presence. Just like the northern Congo and South Sudan practices of Nebeli and onioto that 
van Bockhaven (forthcoming) researched, they were still important aspects of Acholi 
traditional framework, being consulted from time to time by their subjects.  
Nevertheless, the co-option and exclusion of chiefs by the British created opposition 
amongst rwodi, which strongly shaped political power relations in Acholiland with 
repercussions until today (Odoi 2009). Rwodi kalam never had the same legitimacy in the 
eyes of their subjects as the rwodi moo. The registers they drew their authority from were 
different and their inability to use registers and symbolic resources of the past, historical 
lineage connections and spiritual powers resulted in lower levels of legitimacy in the eyes 
of their ‘subjects’. The rwotship emerging from colonial rule was thus a co-creation that 
was strongly being contested. Some of them were resisted by the subjects, for instance 
the people of Labongo resisted the rule of Eriya Aliker and the people of Puranga resisted 
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17 An elder in Gulu who discussed with me the history of the Acholi people, June 2015.  
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Mwaka’s rule (Odoi 2009). Another event further reinforced the power of appointed 
chiefs over the ‘original’ chiefs, namely the creation of one Acholi district. By 1936, the 
British implemented a hereditary system of clan chiefs within the Acholi Native 
Authority, which clan chiefs in the districts given authority over a particular territory, 
later in 1943 turned into six ‘counties’, with twenty-two sub-counties) headed by a county 
chiefs (rwodi) and sub-county chiefs (jagi) (Paine 2014). According to Paine (2014) based 
on archival resources, only three of the six county chiefs were ‘original’ chiefs from the 
‘royal’ lineage. Under the county chiefs, parish chiefs (mukungu) were placed. To avoid 
any conflict of interest, if the council elected a mukungu, he could no longer represent his 
own clan in Acholi (Laruni 2014) Becoming a member of the Native Council was lucrative 
and highly competitive. County chiefs were paid £105 to £270 annually, depending on 
the length of service and the number of taxpayers (Laruni 2014, p. 83-84). At sub-county 
level, some lineage elders had been integrated but also some young men.  
This colonial customary institution loyal to the colonial project which had gradually 
transformed rwotship into an administrative structure, had both administrative and 
judicial functions. Loyal chiefs were rewarded with privileges such as the possession of 
rifles. The rifles, according to Laruni (2014), were a resource of power and served two 
purposes: to help the chiefs exercise social and military force over their subjects and as a 
disciplinary measure (as any form of misbehaviour would yield into withdrawal of the 
guns). The roles of the chiefs under British control were established in 1919 under the 
Native Authority Ordinance and they included: providing public order, organising 
‘native courts’ as well as tax and rent collection (Laruni 2014). The new chiefly registers 
were thus the outcome of both old and new aspects. Appointed chiefs were encouraged 
to engage clerks to help them organise taxation mechanism. This indicates how also the 
relation between chiefs and their ‘entourage’ changed under colonial rule. Rwodi became 
further empowered by the construction of modern houses, and became ‘disciplined’ in 
their new roles by the wearing of special robes (Paine 2014). As such, new symbolic 
resources became associated with rwodi’s position. ‘All these improved introductions 
tend to make the chiefs realise their responsibilities and show it by a more dignified 
bearing’ (Entebbe Archives A46/808 cited in: Paine 2014). Appointing ‘their own’ chiefs, 
the British gave priority to men with a higher level of education, often being educated in 
mission schools (Allen 2010; Laruni 2014). Through this mechanism, ‘chiefs became 
closely connected with the established Christian churches, as well as with the 
government’s regulations and tax collection. It made them ever more like government 
officials, and increasingly compromised as local ritual specialists (Allen 2010). It was clear 
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that the colonial system led to a substantial redefinition of ‘custom’ and the registers of 
rwotship. For example, the jogi, or ‘spirits’ that were essential aspects of Acholi spirituality 
over which rwodi had power, under colonial Christianity became increasingly branded as 
evil spirits related to satan. Jogi had historically been related among Acholi to healing, 
guiding and empowering individuals and the communities, but now were connected to 
the ‘evil’ (Kustenbauder 2010). With the Christianisation of the colonised communities, 
this eventually also affected the position of rwodi, and the connection to their customary 
entourage (clan elders and ajwaka).  
Under colonial rule, some roles and customary practices remained under the exclusive 
domain of the customary leaders, and became well defined. For example, the collection 
of tax, advancing production of cash crops and presiding administering customary justice 
were entirely the duty of chiefs (Hopwood 2015b). This was despite the fact that for 
Acholi there has been no central system of justice, and the British established formal legal 
code and justice structure based on the Indian mode. The dual system of formal and 
customary law and governance emerged, with a formal and a customary system of justice 
and land governance, for example. According to Hopwood, ‘customary courts dealt with 
lesser criminal and civil cases involving Africans, on the basis of a hybrid legalised 
construction of customs (so long as deemed not repugnant to formal justice, for example 
the execution of witches), and colonial interests, for example the collection of taxes and 
coercive promotion of cash cropping’ (Hopwood 2015, p. 4).  
Another substantial change in the chieftaincy was the creation by the British of the 
position of the Paramount Chief in 1950. This was after realising that they needed a 
central leader (like the Kabaka of Buganda) to ensure increase in the production of cotton 
by the Acholi people (Laruni 2014; Paine 2014). However, it was also the outcome of a 
lobbying process by the chiefs themselves, negotiating for the position of lawi rwodi 
(Paramount Chief) and lagolkop madit (chief judge) to boost their recognition and reaching 
of their authority within society. These were prestigious positions that were supposed to 
be ceremonial and rotational.  
Girling (1960) argues that this entire process of institutionalisation of customary authority 
led to the ‘traditional order dying out’, with ‘original’ chiefs increasingly being replaced 
and gradually disappearing from the scene. Yet, he noted that these what he calls 
‘traditional chiefs’ still retained some ritual power after being taken away their political 
power. Adam Branch (2010) has described how from the 1950s onwards, the ‘original’ 
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lineage based authorities forged alliances with an emerging class of ‘petty bourgeoisie’, 
who shared their resistance against the state-appointed chiefs. Their alliance was further 
articulated through the formation of political parties, which served as the vehicles to for 
an emerging new political power within Acholiland (based on the common interests of 
the lineage-based authorities, the rural Acholi and the petty bourgeoisie) and bringing 
Acholi into national politics (Gertzel 1974 in: Branch 2010). Their resentment towards the 
appointed chiefs was an effect of the fact that they had increasingly positioned 
themselves as despotic rulers. This reflects Mamdani’s theory on the ‘bifurcated power’, 
where the so-called ‘native authority’ gained power through the colonial system and 
strategically used this power to the extent resulting in a system of decentralised 
despotism (Mamdani 1996). Laruni (2014) observes how, ‘indeed, many of the chiefs 
quickly realised how effectively they could abuse the new system for their own gains’ (p. 
75). New colonial registers offered new forms of customary resources. Under the colonial 
system, chiefs became salaried employees, entitled to a house and pension, and as such, 
it was lucrative for them to become part of the government structure. ‘The monetary 
rewards afforded to government chiefs elevated their pre-colonial status as traditional 
heads of clans and made them viable economic and political contenders entrenched in 
the colonial system’ (Laruni 2014, p. 84). 
Their authority over tax collection also offered them the possibility of economic benefits 
by embezzlement. Some of them realised the benefits accruing from administering larger 
tax boundaries and advocated for example for the demarcation of internal borders 
(Laruni 2014). Undeniably, the institutionalisation of colonial chiefly authority in Acholi 
resulted in the creation of some oppressive chiefs (Laruni 2014). Finally, it should be 
made clear that the transformation of customary authority was as such not only the 
outcome of externally imposed processes but the outcome of a ‘co-produced’ process 
(Verweijen & Van Bokhaeven, forthcoming) and of an ‘internal negotiation of self-
identification’ by the chiefs themselves (Laruni 2014). Where these appointed chiefs could 
accumulate power, the lineage-based customary authorities had largely lost their political 
power to them and had seen their decision-making power curtailed. The outcomes of this 
co-created new form of rwotship, which was contested under the form of the rwodi kalam, 
remains an important issue of contestation in current Acholi customary rule. As we will 
observe, the distinction between rwodi moo and rwodi kalam continued to define the 
customary power relations within the following post-colonial political arenas.  
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3.5. Acholi Customary Authority in the Post-Colonial Regimes 
The postcolonial era presented yet a new challenge to customary chiefs: how to position 
themselves and play their roles in the context of the emerging nation-state projects. On 
the one hand, chiefly support was needed for the postcolonial state to acquire legitimacy 
for implementing is policies and laws, and on the other hand chiefs needed the state to 
defend their interest in local government and the legitimacy of their power to act.  
In Acholiland, the new political middle class based on the alliance as described above 
with Acholi’s petty bourgeoisie as its backbone, became part of the post-colonial political 
system with representatives in the national government and in the army, why holding a 
strong powerbase in rural Acholiland (Branch 2010). New postcolonial states were 
confronted with the dilemma of either banish or co-opt the chiefs, the latter was usually 
realised by the deepening of patrimonial networks (Albrecht 2017). In the postcolonial 
government of Obote I, a patronage network integrating many people from northern 
Uganda in national politics expanded (Kasfir 1976; Mamdani 1976) and the Acholi 
dominance in the army forces was further reinforced throughout the 1960s.  
Right after independence, the 1962 constitution confirmed the indirect rule system 
without drastically changing the position of the chiefs. For example, tax collection 
remained under their authority.  In 1967, the government adopted the ‘republican 
constitution’ that formally eliminated the role of kings and other traditional leaders. This 
had a huge impact on cultural leaders on the whole of Uganda.  During this time, many 
of them went into exile. Despite the ban, just as it was during the colonial era, people 
continued to seek advice and support from their cultural leaders (Quinn 2014). In 
Acholiland, where customary authority was fragmented and where many of its leaders 
had already been co-opted by the government, the impact of this abolishment was 
different from the situation of for example the Buganda kingdom.18  
That customary authority was deprived of political authority did not mean that they were 
left powerless. According to Hopwood (2015), customary law and specifically on issues 
of land governance and administration, were important arenas in which chiefly authority 
always continued to be exercised, based on customary registers that had remained since 
the pre-colonial times. Whereas government justice institutions exist like the LC and 
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18 Clare Paine (2014) has offered a detailed comparison between Acholi and other cultural leaders to this 
regard. 
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magistrate courts at lower levels, they are mostly ineffective, lacking in capacity and 
extremely corrupt. Additionally, traditional chiefs were trusted to have superior 
knowledge when it came to practical issues like boundaries of disputed lands. As a matter 
of fact, it was common for the formal justice systems to refer such cases to customary 
jurisdiction (Hopwood 2015). What we have is, as Hopwood observes, a two-tier system, 
of formal and customary justice creating options of forum shopping. Hopwood (2015) 
further posits that the chief's abilities to ‘perform rituals in relation to customary 
transgression or afflictions’ gave them an advantaged position in which their expertise 
would constantly be sought (p.8). As such, these historic chiefly roles and symbolic 
resources show to have remained their importance in defining chiefly authority.    
Under Idi Amin’s rule, who took power in 1979, the internal Acholi political order was 
destabilised, as the army and the national civil services were being ‘purged’ from Acholi 
and Langi (Mutibwa 1992 in: Branch 2010). The central government policy placed chiefs 
in a region over which they would have authority, a policy that led to many disputes. It 
meant that lower ranking sub-county and parish chiefs for instance, would be placed in 
districts where they did not have ancestral ties. These chiefs often met strong resistance 
as they tried to mobilise the communities and chiefs who were native to that region could 
further reinforce communities to turn against the new appointees (Laruni 2014). Laruni 
(2014) has described how chiefs became complicit in their own subjection, by 
participating in the rule of fear of the regime. Acholi county, sub-county, and parish 
chiefs became providers of intelligence to the security units. They were made to spy on 
their subjects while they themselves were being spied on. They were expected to comply 
with these demands of central government as any contra activities would be to their 
disadvantage including imprisoning them, and relieving them of their duties. Chiefs 
were obliged to attend regular security meetings and failure to do so yielded into their 
being branded uncooperative or even accomplices of the anti-government rebels. This 
way, they were coerced into fully participating in the surveillance of their subjects. As 
such, customary authorities were increasingly co-opted as employees of the state under 
Amin’s rule, also symbolically by for example providing them state uniforms (Laruni 
2014). However, with these roles also came power that chiefs would use for their personal 
gain or for vengeance against their rival chiefs. Laruni (2014) stated that during the Obote 
regime, the chiefs squabbled over land, boundaries and taxes, while during the Amin 
regime, it was possible to get a rival completely out of the equation.  
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During Obote's second regime (1980-1985), there were tensions between the Acholi and 
Lango, leading some of the chiefs and other politicians from Acholi sub region to go into 
exile. Others, for example in the army, were being targeted and replaced and others 
remained and continued their chiefly duties. Some chiefs took advantage of the political 
instability and engaged in debates concerning for example tax boundaries or clan 
affiliations. There often were complaints about the chiefs by the young staff of the District 
Administration or politicians and civil servants contending that chiefs were old, lazy and 
incompetent and failing in their duties like maintenance of roads (Laruni 2014). While the 
chiefly gerontocracy was being challenged, some of the chiefs and clan elders decided to 
extend their authority beyond the clan boundaries. Following a trend of politicising of 
cultural institutions in the 1980s, Laruni (2014) observes how in 1985, some of the chiefs 
within the region held a meeting with the aim of creating an ‘Acholi Elders Association’ 
whose purpose would be to ensure peace and solidarity, but in fact were trying to extend 
their political authority.  
During the ‘bush war’ or the NRM (National Resistance Movement) rebellion that 
eventually brought Museveni to power in 1986, the ethnic North-South divide resulted 
in Acholi being perceived as the embodiment of the ‘northern enemy’ (because of their 
presence in the army which was responsible for a violent counter-emergency). After a 
period of violent resistance, NRM was able to take over Acholi land. By then, the 
customary leaders tried to secure their position through an appeal to ‘Acholi tradition’ 
and tried to rebuild an internal political order based on discourses of Acholi ethnic 
identity. They for example organised cleansing rituals for the soldiers who had fought 
the NRM, who were thought to bring bad spirits to the community (Behrend 1990, in: 
Branch 2010). Branch noted that ‘the lineage-based authorities lay claim on the exclusive 
capacity to ritually cleanse the returning soldiers (…) thus putting themselves forth as 
the principal arbiters of internal authority (Branch 2010, p. 32-33). However, neither the 
ex-soldiers nor the new NRM administration recognised the chiefs’ position or authority.  
The NRA replaced the appointed chiefs with the multi-layered Resistance Councils (RCs) 
which later became the Local Councils19 (Branch 2011). This further weakened the 
manoeuvre space for chiefs, who were replaced by local government administrators 
(LCs) (Tripp 2010). While customary authority under NRM was further marginalised in 
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19 Local council (LC), in Uganda’s local governance structure is the political administrator at every level 
of governance for instance, at the lowest level, the village, you have an LC1 chairman, at the next level, 
the parish, you have LC.2 etc. 
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Acholiland, elsewhere in the country Museveni’s rule restored ‘cultural’ leaders, after 
traditional authority had been abolished right after independence (Lindeman & 
Goodfellow 2010; Tripp 2010). Article 245 of the 1995 constitution provided for the 
restoration of traditional institutions in Uganda but limited their engagement in politics, 
stating that ‘a person shall not, while remaining a traditional leader or cultural leader, 
join or participate in partisan politics’ (Constitution of Uganda 1995). The constitution 
clearly underlined the cultural roles and reproduced the binary opposition between 
politics and culture (Paine 2014). This recognition led to the re-instalment of kingdoms 
and chiefdoms all over Uganda, often celebrated by coronation ceremonies and theatrical 
reinstatement or creation of symbols such as a flag, anthem, etc. (Englebert 2002). The 
following cultural institutions had been re-established and recognised by the 
government: Tieng Adhola Chiefdom, Alur Kingdom, Buganda Kingdom, Bunyoro 
Kingdom, Buruuli Chiefdom, Busoga Kingdom, Kooki Chiefdom, Lango Chiefdom, Teso 
Chiefdom, Tooro Kingdom, Rwenzuru chiefdom and Acholi 'chiefdom' (Quinn 2014). 
This process of ‘revival’ was ofcourse political, with NRM carefully steering the process, 
granting some ‘kings’ recognition, while others not. For instance, the president nullified 
the coronation of the Ankole king, Prince Barigye, an ethic group to which the president 
himself belongs. For others like the Obusinga Bwa (kingdom of) Rwenzururu, it took them 
many years of negotiations (amidst mistrust and rebel-supporting allegations on Charles 
Mumbere, the would-be-king of the kingdom) between the president and the people of 
the kingdom to accept and recognise it as one of the cultural institutions. In fact the 
recognition of Obusinga Bwa Rwenzuru was entirely dependent on approval by the 
president. The president's commitment letter to attend to the request by the pro-
Obusinga group stated that the people of the region should vote for the president in order 
for him to consider recognising their kingdom. This letter was widely publicised in local 
media and yielded into 69% electoral vote for Museveni during the 2001 elections in the 
district. In 2009, the president officially recognised the Obusinga Bwa Rwenzururu as a 
cultural institution (Syahuka-Mulindo & Titeca 2016). The process also stimulated leaders 
with no former tradition of kingship to claim chiefly or royal status in order to benefit 
from the recognition and status granted by the constitution (Englebert 2002).  
 
This restoration has become an important example of presidential interference in 
chiefdom affairs. Ever since, this interference has become a constant aspect of traditional 
authority and its political character, defining the place of cultural leaders (in the form of 
chiefs or kings) within broader political power networks in Uganda. This interference 
includes for example influencing the election of a king to the throne. For instance, in 2008, 
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a quorum of chiefs from Busoga kingdom were blocked by the government from electing 
a successor for their late king. The succession was contested between two people legible 
for the position, and the president seemed to have a clear preference.20 This needs to be 
understood in the light of the president constantly trying to exercise control over 
Ugandan cultural leaders. The guardianship of the young king of Toro who succeeded 
his late father Kaboyo, was shared between the president, the queen mother and the 
committee of regents. This caused confusion on the governance of the chiefdom (Quinn 
2014). This demonstrates how the system of co-opting chiefs has been and remains an 
important technique of power control.  
In the 1995 constitution, the land tenure system was restored as it had existed at time of 
independence, and it entitled all citizens to acquire customary certificates of ownership 
(Behr 2017). In 2015, Hopwood and Atkinson stated that ‘there is no question that a very 
high proportion of rural land in northern Uganda is technically ‘customary’, one of four 
land tenures recognised in the Ugandan Land Act 1998 (Atkinson & Hopwood 2015, p. 
2). However, they also state that in practice, the regulations and implications of this 
customary land allocation are unclear and confusing. One reason being the confusion 
over legitimate authority between rwodi recognised by KKA and other clan elders; 
‘customary land allocation and internal management of the land rights and access of 
individuals and families was traditionally a matter for clans. The role of chiefs (rwodi moo) 
in respect of land only concerned the individuals and families of their own clan, not the 
internal land management of other clans within their chiefdom. Their broader role 
included mediating between clans in conflict, whether about land or other issues’ 
(Hopwood & Atkinson 2015, p. 14). This further illustrates how customary authority, 
throughout its history of colonial and postcolonial institutionalisation had increasingly 
become embodied by one single person, which deinstitutionalised the chief’s 
embeddedness within a broader network of customary actors.  
3.6. Changing Political order under Violent Conflict in Acholiland 
The revival of customary authority which took place in some parts of Uganda in the 
second half of the 1990s, equally occurred in Acholiland, but in a very different context 
(Paine 2015). The history of northern Uganda’s militarisation, the further formation of 
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20 See for instance https://www.observer.ug/news-headlines/33699-how-busoga-ended-up-with-2-
kings-in-six-days     
And https://mobile.monitor.co.ug/1039766-1048998-format-xhtml-yvdkisz/index.html.  
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Acholi ethnic identity around the ‘common enemy’ and the underlying dynamics leading 
to the emergence of violent insurgencies in Acholiland have been documented in detail 
by Branch (2010) and Finnström (2008). Given the mobilisation of the discourse of Acholi 
identity and the role of tradition and culture herein, customary leaders and clan elders 
have played particular roles in these insurgencies. They acted as an important (often only 
temporary) mediator or connection between the (rural) communities and the rebel 
groups. This was the case for example with UPDA (Uganda People's Democratic Army), 
where customary authorities joined their struggle to stabilise internal order around the 
discourse of Acholi identity. This alliance broke down after the violent NRM counter-
insurgency.  
From the end of the 1980s onwards, Acholiland had become a zone of heavy fighting, 
structural violence and forced displacement. In this context, Alice Lakwena’s Holy Spirit 
Movement (HSM) emerged, described by Behrend (1999), Titeca (2010) and Allen (1991). 
Lakwena’s spiritual discourse of ‘purifying Acholi’ presented a challenge to the clan 
elders’ claim to exclusively possess the power to practices such as cleansing for restoring 
moral and spiritual order (Branch 2010). The armed movement thus drew power from a 
register that until then had been essentially customary in nature. Also, the story of 
Lakwena’s struggle is important to nuance the dominant presentation of Acholi 
customary authority as an exclusively male elders’ affair. However, it has also been 
argued that on particular occasions, alliances between HSM and customary leaders were 
formed (Finnström 2006; Behrend 1999).  
It is out of the scope of this dissertation to present a detailed account of the LRA conflict. 
I would like to refer to the extensive literature in which different aspects of the conflict 
have been analysed (Allen & Vlassenroot 2010; Baines 2004; Branch 2011; Dolan 2009; 
Doom & Vlassenroot 1999; Finnström 2008; Okello & Hovil 2007; Otunnu 2017; Titeca 
2010). Finnström’s research has cited the view of Acholi elders on the war; to these elders, 
the LRA conflict was a revelation of ‘new war’, distinct in many ways from the wars of 
the past. In this new war, no moral dictates on the rules of war as they applied in the past 
were followed; the women took up arms, children were targeted and recruited and actors 
in the conflict were not clearly identified (Finnström 2008). 
In the past wars, it was the elders' responsibility to identify the enemy, which would then 
legitimise the decision to go to war. The fighters would be blessed and given an oboke 
olwedo (branches from olwedo trees) and given symbols of authority to engage in warfare 
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such as lapii or sticks for making fire. The enemy party would be cursed while blessing 
the fighters. It is claimed that LRA leader Joseph Kony, too, had sought for such blessings 
from elders before he took on Museveni's government. It is believed that the reason Kony 
did not gain victory over the government army, was because he was blessed but was not 
cleared through the presentation of the lapii, which was a very important clearance 
symbol to legitimise the participation in warfare (Finnström 2008). A story is told of how 
the rebels of UPDM/A (Uganda People's Democratic Movement/ Army), to which Kony 
subscribed as a spiritual advisor, had sent Ongoni, a soldier from the Payira clan, to seek 
blessings from Rwot Yona Odida of Payira clan in 1987. However, considering the 
complexity of the matter, he asked them to wait for his call after he consulted other clan 
elders, a call that never came until he died later in 1987. Thus, it seems the rebels engaged 
in warfare without the lapii, although the rebels vaguely claimed to have obtained it 
(Finnström 2008). Two elders who tried to initiate peace talks with the rebels were killed 
apparently because they disagreed with the lapii of the rebels. According to elders, such 
a blessing was a very serious thing that could not be removed.  
So, the violations during the war according to many elders was because of the blessing 
that had turned against them, seemingly because they did not have the lapii. According 
to P'Bitek, a blessing is a double-sided coin with a curse on one side and a blessing on the 
other (P'Bitek 1971 in: Finnström 2008). Kony's story, on the other hand is that the Acholi 
are to blame for the negative outcome of the war, as elders revoked the blessing. He 
claimed that one prominent elder had cursed the rebels by displaying his penis while 
condemning the rebels as his wife displayed her breasts. P'Bitek says this is the gravest 
curse which could not easily be retracted; just like the blessing (P'Bitek 1971 in: Finnström 
2008).  Finnström adds that even though this might only have passed as a rumour, since 
he received contested views about it by his informants, it was sufficient to warrant 
‘increased attacks on the elders, healers, and other arbitrators of Acholi cosmology’ 
(Finnström 2008, p. 213). Also, according to Paine (2014), these stories remain contested. 
For instance, Rwot Yusuf Adek, then not yet rwot of Pageya but an influential elder in the 
region and helpful in the initiation of peace talks, told me how he has been branded ‘rebel 
collaborator’ by the Ugandan government.21 This is a story which many people within 
the region still believe, even after Yusuf became rwot of Pageya.22 Yet, even if parts of it 
are speculations, it illustrates the important role and authority of customary leaders in 
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21 Interview Rwot Adek, Mican Village in Bardege, September 2016 
22 Informal conversations with friends and people in Gulu during the time of research referred to Adek as 
former LRA collaborator.   
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the socio-political order or political arena of that time. Over time, and through the 
protracted violence that installed in Acholiland during the war, Kony’s rebellion largely 
dismissed the power of chiefs and elders (Branch 2010). 
Acholi society was strongly affected by the high levels of violence. LRA’s violent tactics 
of abduction, and strategically applied ‘spiritual’ violent ideologies as well as the 
structural violence conducted by the UDPF soldiers installed a general reign of 
unpredictability, deep insecurity, crisis, suspicion, and despair (Dolan 2009). The 
government’s strategy of forcing all persons living in villages into IDP camps further 
completely destabilised the social order of Acholi society, and has repeatedly been 
referred to as a form of structural violence. Not only because of the horrible conditions in 
those camps, but also by role of the UDPF soldiers in raping, stealing food, neglecting 
their duties and increasing the spread of HIV/AIDS in the camps (Baines 2011, Dolan 
2009; Nibbe 2010). The role of the Ugandan government in the LRA war has been 
described in more detail by (Branch 2010; Dolan 2009; Finnström 2010; Kustenbauder 
2010; Mwenda 2010). 
Several authors have particularly underlined the forced encampment strategy as a form 
of ‘social torture’ (Dolan 2009). A situation in which several forms of violence such as 
abduction, rape or suicide had become part of daily life, this resulted in ‘physical, 
psychological and cultural debilitations’, undermining ‘Acholi ways of organising life’ 
and threatening ‘traditional values, cultural knowledge and social institutions, everyday 
life’ (Finnström 2008, 146). This resulted in prostitution, divorce, loss of parental control 
by parents over their children, criminality etc. (Dolan 2005).  The legitimate ‘order of 
authority’, according to Branch (2002) was decimated during the war and worsened with 
the displacement of people into camps, as families and clans had been displaced and split 
up. Like the rest of the population, many clan elders and chiefs went into the camps, 
others fled to Kampala. Rwodi who moved to the camps having lived in more privileged 
and respected positions felt humiliated by the new status quo. They were forced to live 
in similar shameful conditions as their subjects. This created a situation in which their 
subjects stopped according them due respect.23 Rwodi could not rely anymore on their 
community support and by their deprivation of financial as well as symbolic resources 
became unable to play their roles, exercise their practices and provide their services. 
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23 A story reiterated by chiefs and many people in Gulu, during the period of research, 2015-2018.  
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Whereas earlier, people would go to the rwot’s palace for help or food, the latter was now 
powerless, resulting in a total loss of prestige (Huyse & Salter 2008; Oosterom 2016).  
Dolan (2009) has argued that the government’s encampment strategy as well as the 
prolongation of the IDP camps was sustained with the help of humanitarian agencies, 
and Branch (2011) has argued that the aid interventions in the camps revealed the 
complex (and problematic) relation between humanitarianism, violence and the 
Ugandan state. Following on this, Allen (2015) and Branch (2009) have pointed at the fact 
that humanitarian agencies were not held accountable for their own role in these conflict 
dynamics, referring to it as ‘humanitarian impunity’. The involvement of international 
humanitarian agencies in northern Uganda will be discussed in more detail in the 
following chapter. The displacement camps became arenas of increased humanitarianism 
(in the form of shelter, provision of food, medical health, etc.), which according to Dolan 
(2009) turned Acholi into passive bystanders.  
Thus, the LRA conflict which lasted for over two decades left Acholiland with 
fragmented governance structures, institutional breakdown, enhanced poverty levels 
and physically and psychologically affected communities. The impact of the war on 
customary leaders was complex. On the one hand, despite attempts of the customary 
leaders to retain control over the situation by forging alliances, the war left customary 
leaders in a precarious condition, fragmented, their tasks and resources having been 
taken away by other actors, and being displaced from their clans often enduring the same 
‘social torture’ as any other community member. Dolan has argued that the LRA conflict 
had prolonged the disruption of ‘cultural institutions’ already set in motion by the 
colonial administration and post-colonial regimes (Dolan 2009). According to him, the 
‘cultural breakdown’ in Acholi society, was related to the fact that the ‘traditional’ 
authority system was affected and became disintegrated in the camps. He mentions for 
example the fact that other authority structures such as the camp administrators or the 
local councillors or military actors had entered the scene, further weakening the space for 
customary authorities to exercise their power. The actors within the political arena in 
which rwodi had to negotiate their public authority had thus yet again changed 
dramatically. Also, the social problems caused by the war were just too great for the chiefs 
to handle.24 Many rwodi were left disempowered, susceptible, poor and lacking the 
resources to facilitate themselves and their work and to draw their status and authority 
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24 Rwot of Pawel, May 2015.  
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from. With their clan members becoming extremely vulnerable, cut off from their 
livelihoods and depending on humanitarian assistance, the immediate repercussions for 
the position of the chief were felt. Chiefs could no longer receive gifts of food from their 
‘subjects’.25 Or in case people needed to call upon the chief’s services to perform a ritual 
for example, the needed resources (such as a goat) which now, could neither be provided 
by themselves nor by the chief (Baines 2010). So, throughout the violent conflict, ‘Acholi 
elders and chiefs largely lost their power of social regulation, their role of mediating 
conflicts and much of their legitimacy’ (Branch 2013, p. 3157). Interestingly, we shall later 
on observe how this ‘cultural breakdown’ because of the war, eventually became the core 
element of the most important register within which rwodi would be able to carve out an 
important political space in the post-conflict period.  
Like the chiefs Höhne (2006) has studied in Somalia, who actively engaged in 
peacebuilding processes and hence gaining new prominence, the rwodi were able to claim 
their authority positions through the process of the ‘revival of traditional authority’ 
during the war. This process has been described in detail by Clare Paine (2014), and I will 
highlight the main dynamics here. While the reinstatement of customary chiefs took place 
elsewhere in Uganda after the constitutional revival of chieftaincy from 1993 onwards, 
Acholiland was in the midst of the violent conflict. It was the chiefs’ engagements in peace 
negotiations as well as the humanitarian agencies support for ‘traditional’ ways of ending 
the conflict that opened up the space for rwodi to step forward and claim some of their 
lost status, power and authority.  
3.7. Rwodi as Key Peace Negotiators and the ‘Revival’ of Acholi 
Customary Authority 
The elders and chiefs started gaining recognition during the conflict because of their 
active participation in seeking a solution to the then seemingly unending war in northern 
Uganda. Omach (2016) observes that as early as 1987, chiefs under a loosely organised 
group referred to as the ‘Acholi Council of Elders’ initiated negotiations between the LRA 
and NRA which resulted into the 1988 agreement.26 The council negotiated with rebels 

25 Rwot of Lamogi, Gulu, May 2015; Rwot of Patiko, Patiko, June 2015. 
26 The 1988, a Peace agreement was signed by Lieutenant Colonel Angelo Okello of the UPDA and 
President Museveni and witnessed by the Catholic bishop of Gulu diocese, Cypriano Kihangire, After 
this, a section of the UPDA, about 3000 soldiers with 80 percent of the leadership, surrendered and the 
government integrated them into the army and resettled others into civilian life (Omach 2016). 
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and encouraged them to surrender, and subsequently built a reception- and transit centre 
to receive them. Later, in 1993, Acholi elders were again instrumental in facilitating 
contacts between the LRA and the minister for the pacification of northern Uganda, Betty 
Bigombe (Omach 2016). Clare Paine (2014) has documented, based on archival 
documents of the Gulu District Archives, how from 1992 onwards, the elders also had 
lobbied at the level of the district administration for becoming part of the District 
Resistance Councils created by the NRM. The political lobbying was mostly led by the 
rwot of Payira. Their role in negotiating with the rebels is strongly connected to the 
register of social harmony and mediation from which customary chiefs have historically 
established their legitimacy. As we will see further in this dissertation, during the peace 
process, rwodi were able to develop powerful repertoires on reconciliation and 
transitional justice which enabled them to become central players in the post-conflict 
arena.  
In tandem with the religious leaders, customary leaders became particularly vocal in the 
peace process, especially by their argument for traditional justice mechanisms as an 
alternative to military approach of the government and the punitive approach of the ICC 
(cf. the next chapter). In 1996, Rwot Acana and a group of chiefs and elders went to 
president Museveni to officially request him to seek a peaceful settlement to the conflict 
(Nibbe 2010). In addition, together with the Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative 
(ARLPI) and Human Rights Focus organised activities aimed at mobilising a consensus 
for peace in northern Uganda for instance, they held prayers, organised peace rallies and 
workshops (Omach 2016).  
Crucial events always referred to when the revival Acholi customary authority is 
mentioned, are the international Forum, kacoke madit (‘big meetings’) created in 1996 
(Paine 2014) and the famous ‘report’ by Dennis Pain (Allen 2007; Pain 1997; Paine; 2014). 
The first two Kacoke Madit conferences were held in London, UK in April 1997 and July 
1998 while the last major conference, Kacoke Madit was held in Nairobi, Kenya in 
November 2000 (Paine 2014). Sponsored first by the diaspora Acholi living in London 
and later by the British Government and the INGO Conciliation Resources, the aim of 
these meetings was to create an international forum and propose practical and peaceful 
solutions to the crisis in northern Uganda. The meetings were attended by the diaspora, 
Ugandan government representatives, members of parliament, religious and 
‘traditional/cultural’ leaders (Paine 2014). The first meeting discussed the ‘erosion of 
Acholi values’ in the context of the war and the possibilities of promoting and strengthen 
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Acholi cultural heritage (Allen 2010). Following this meeting, the NGO International 
Alert contracted Dennis Pain, an anthropologist who had worked in northern Uganda to 
write a report on the way forward. In his 1997 report titled ‘The bending of the spears’, 
Pain proposed the use of ‘traditional’ justice and healing practices to deal with the Acholi 
crisis, and explicitly pointed at the role of customary leaders in the peace process, as the 
holders of ‘the moral authority’: ‘The Rwodi-mo […] should now take advice in drafting 
proposals for how to deal with violent personal offences by traditional means involving 
confessions and compensation … The Rwodi-mo should be encouraged to seek and offer 
appropriate reconciliation outside Acholi, providing a lead for others to follow across 
Uganda […]’ (Pain 1997, pp. 111-112). 
Rwodi (moo) are presented as key authority figures in Acholi, who had experienced an 
erosion of their powers because of the war. Their legitimacy is defined in the report in 
contrast to the rwodi kalam or government appointed chiefs. As such, historic division 
within Acholi customary authority strongly reappeared in this strategic document. The 
marginalisation of rwodi moo is however also presented in the report as an opportunity 
and ‘potential strength’, as rwodi have ‘become independent of the political and 
administrative processes’ (Pain 1997, p. 77). Thus, interestingly, their marginalisation 
becomes a key register through which they are being presented as legitimate. The term 
‘credibility’ is used several times in the report to stress rwodi moo’s legitimacy, as not being 
‘compromised’ by government’s influence. Empowering traditional authorities is seen in 
Pain’s report as part of a wider process of reparation of Acholi culture and tradition. This 
‘cultural reparation’ register is strongly connected to the notion of ‘going back to the past. 
Pain states that ‘it will take time to repair the positive traditional cultural elements which 
have been so destroyed by political events over the years (Pain 1997, p. 77). 
Further, Pain suggested that: ‘an international donor or NGO should be approached as a 
matter of urgency to support the traditional authorities in establishing the reconciliation 
procedures to be used in resolving the conflict’ (Pain 1997, p.114). He gave a detailed 
description of how these existing, ‘traditional’ reconciliation procedures looked like 
through different rituals he had studied. He came to conclusion that ‘Acholi traditional 
resolution of conflict and violence stands among the highest practices anywhere in the 
world’ (Paine 1997, p. 2). The resources for these reconciliation rituals should, according 
to him, be derived from aid and donors (p. 36-37). By stating this, donor funds were thus 
defined as a main resource from which rwodi would be able to reconstruct their position, 
credibility and authority.  
    


In short, the publication of this report was a crucial resource and incentive for the ‘revival’ 
if customary authority through donor-driven peace interventions as described in the 
following chapter. This document well defined customary leadership (following our 
conceptual framework) in precisely identifying the actors, the registers, the repertoires, 
the resources as well as the practices of chiefly authority.  
Following Pain’s report, ACORD (Agency for Cooperation and Research) funded by the 
Belgian Government, which was interested in taking the role of donor as suggested in the 
report, in 1999 conducted research amongst Acholi on the ability of the customary 
institution to take the lead in traditional reconciliation processes. These studies mostly 
took the form of critical assessments, identifying the ‘opportunities and pitfalls’ or 
‘strengths and weaknesses’ of this approach. Further, Mark Bradbury also investigated 
the practical implementation of Pain’s suggestions, as part of a comparative study on 
peace practices funded by other potentially interested donors of the UK, Sweden, 
Norway, the Netherlands, Germany and Australia (Allen 2010). Despite the critical 
findings from both ACORD and Bradbury about the fragmented and weak nature of 
‘traditional’ leadership, their lack of legitimacy and their lack of competence to conduct 
‘traditional’ rituals, the donor agencies seemed sufficiently convinced to continue and 
support the customary leaders in this regard. What followed was the start of a gradual 
empowerment by these donor agencies of the Acholi customary leadership.  
By a process that is currently referred to as the ‘ACORD process’, rwodi were identified 
to be anointed and reinstalled (from 2000 onwards), inspired by the revival and re-
instalment of customary authorities all over Uganda during that period. In the literature, 
we can find similar cases of processes of re-instating customary chiefs (see for example 
Buur & Kyed, 2006), referred to as ‘certifying the traditional’ (and usually done with re-
instatement ceremonies etc.). With funding from the Belgian government, ACORD re-
instated a number of Acholi chiefs, each representing their ‘chiefdom’ including one or 
several clans, often scattered over different territories within Acholiland. This re-
instatement of customary chiefs took place in the form of heavily mediatised coronation 
ceremonies. As such, donor funds as explicit resources from which the legitimacy and 
power of rwodi had to be reconstructed, was made explicit through this process. When 
talking to a former ACORD staff member, it was explained to me that this reinstatement 
process was aimed at establishing confidence in the customary leadership, to reinforce 
their authority and legitimacy amongst Acholi community to take the lead in the conduct 
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of rituals needed for the return of the traumatised people from the bush and the camps 
back to their villages.27  
According to several informants, the ACORD process formed the incentive for clan elders 
to declare themselves rwodi, or ‘chiefs’.28 The process of identifying rwodi was very 
complicated, as could be expected after the history of fragmentation of customary 
authority. There was especially much confusion confusion on who was to be identified 
as ‘real’, heredity chiefs (rwodi moo) or appointed chiefs (rwodi kalam). Documentation of 
historic trajectories of chiefdoms were being consulted, but these documents or oral 
histories often contradicted eachother. Paine has described in detail how the 
identification process caused debates and contestation between clans, of which some are 
still be felt today (Pain 2014). Buur & Kyed (2006) talk about similar complications 
because of the war and displacement and because of political manipulation.  
The process took long, and some chiefdoms were only reinstated as late as 2013 (although 
without the ACORD funds).29 Paine (2014) observes the political character of this 
identification process, where for example ‘rightful’ chiefs were not found ‘worthy’ of 
heading the chiefdom due to their behaviours etc. and how politicians tried to influence 
the process. Many of the people I spoke to referred to the ACORD process as a delicate 
and contested process and pointed to the errors in deciding the legitimate chiefs to 
crown.30 Over time, besides rwodi kalam and rwodi moo, lineage heads also came to occupy 
‘rwotship’ positions, through the turbulent post-colonial political regimes as described 
above. ‘Evidence’ of rwotship or what we have called symbolic resources such the 
possession regalia often had been (partly) lost.31 The outcome of the ACORD process was 
the instalment of chiefs of ‘all kinds’ and today being referred to as rwodi moo as well as 
rwodi kalam as well as ‘self-proclaimed’ chiefs. 
Another part of the revival of customary chiefs was the construction of houses for them 
by the Ugandan government, with funds from the Peace Recovery and Development 
Plan. As such, also the government tried to co-opt them within their NUSAF and later 
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27 ACORD staff member, Gulu, April 2015. 
28 Spokesperson Pageya chiefdom, Gulu, December 2017; NGO Forum staff Gulu, September 2016; LSE 
researcher, Gulu, December 2017.  
29 Rwot of Pageya, Mican village in Bardege, Gulu, August. 2016; Rwot of Pawel, Cuk Pa Chengere, 
December 2017. 
30 Deputy Prime minister, KKA, Gulu, August 2016; Rwot of Pageya, Mican village in Bardege, December 
2017; Rwot of Pagak, Gulu, July 2016; interview with an elder in Koro, April 2015. 
31 Rwot of Pagek, Gulu, July 2016.  
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PRDP programmes (Eriku 2011) (see further details in chapter 4). Ferme (2018) describes 
a similar process of post-war re-instatement of chiefs in Sierra Leone, where the 
government launched a similar restoration project, sponsored by DFID, with chiefdom 
houses built to standardise the official residence of the chiefs.  
 Another important step in the revival (and institutionalisation, see chapter 4) of 
customary authority was the revival of the post of the Acholi Paramount Chief with an 
official ceremony in 2000 (Paine 2014). The chairmen of the rwodi moo councillors (known 
as kal kwaro, the structure that had emerged during the early peace negotiations and 
further developed by the end of the 1990s) elected Rwot Godfrey Acana from the Payira 
chiefdom. Acana had de facto already taken the leadership position within the kal kwaro, 
with recognition from several other chiefs, the international community, the religious 
leaders and the government. The report by Dennis Pain (1997) also already identified him 
as a key figure amongst customary leaders. Yet, Godfrey died before the ceremony of his 
official instatement ceremony. His son David Onen Acana, replaced him since before his 
death, he had been called back from Rwanda where was staying and, selected him as heir. 
The Paramount Chief's main role was to unite the fragmented chiefdoms and coordinate 
the chiefs, and act as the main voice or representative, in case for example of collective 
political bargain for the region.32 The Paramount Chief basically should act as a 
coordinator of chiefs in Acholi sub-region, and he has no power or influence on affairs of 
independent chiefdoms.33   
It was agreed that the position of the Paramount Chief would be rotational, among the 
chiefs within Acholi sub-region but this has been the issue of much power struggles and 
debates (see following chapters). The position of the Paramount Chief is from the start a 
contested issue amongst Acholi rwodi and clan elders and often came back in discussions 
during my fieldwork. It is seen by some as a ‘violation’ to traditional Acholi traditions, 
given the historical absence of a power hierarchy or centralised customary power 
structure (see also Hopwood 2015; Paine 2014). Yet, it would be wrong to see the revival 
of the position of the Paramount Chief as only the outcome of a donor-driven process for 
customary revival. Paine (2014) for example refers to a meeting in 1992 already amongst 
the Acholi Resistance Councillors (RCs)34 and Gulu clan elders, where they aimed for a 
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32 Rwot of Pawel, Cuk Pa chengere village, December 2017. 
33 Several of the interviews I held during the period of research with KKA staff, ordinary people, and 
rwodi, all agreed to this fact. 
34 RCs were the lowest administrative units in Uganda's decentralised system before they became Local 
Councillors.  
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unification of the Acholi chiefs, with evidently the already strong positioned rwodi trying 
to take leadership herein.  
The revival of the Acholi Paramount Chief formed the start for the emergence of an 
Acholi ‘cultural institution’, the KKA or Ker Kwaro Acholi. It was established in 1997 but 
only became officially functional after the ACORD process and the official position of the 
Paramount Chief (Allen 2007; Paine 2014). Clare Paine has described in detail how the 
Paramount Chief with a small circle of close rwodi established KKA (Paine 2014). She 
demonstrated that KKA was created throughout repertoires referring to this ‘traditional 
institution’, as ‘custodian of Acholi cultural practices’ an ‘agent of development’ and a 
‘government of cultural authority’. The crucial role of the further manifestation of post-
conflict customary authority will be discussed in the following chapter.  
3.8. Conclusion 
Customary authority in Acholiland has been created and recreated through a long 
historical process shaped by internal and external dynamics. Through the colonial and 
post-colonial political processes, Acholi custom has been defined in reference to the 
emergence of a collective Acholi ethnic identity. Drawing on registers and symbols of 
tradition, culture, morality and the past, rwodi have continued to play an important role 
in shaping this identity, even during the phases of weakening, fragmentation, violent 
oppression or abolishment. Chiefly authority or rwotship has been shaped in interaction 
with Arab traders, colonial administrators, the Ugandan nation-state, armed rebellion 
and counter-insurgency, and donor-interventions. Carving out their space and position 
as public authority has strongly relied on their claim to the cultural and ‘traditional’ 
realm. A register that in itself has been subject to continuous processes of transformation.  
The outcome of the process at the end of the LRA war, was an increasingly ‘fixed’ and 
increasingly centralised structure of customary authority. A new political arrangement 
that was issue to heavy debates amongst Acholi elders. The position of the Paramount 
Chief resulted in Acholi increasingly taking the shape as a ‘kingdom’ as seen in other 
parts of the country. For example, in the local media, the Paramount Chief is sometimes 
referred to as a ‘king’.35 Discussions on ‘who is a legitimate chief’ appear as a constant 

35 See for instance:  
http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Acholi-king-in-trouble-over-Shs230m-donor-fund/688334-
2095108-qf6gwiz/index.html.  
http://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?page=imprimable&id_article=14134.   
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process throughout the historic construction of customary authority in Acholiland. 
During my study, several discussions evolved around this issue, often yielding stories of 
how a ‘real’ chief is a ‘king’, from a ‘royal’ lineage, a position that had been ‘diluted’ 
under the influence of succeeding political regimes and the colonial ‘invention’ of an 
‘Acholi tribe’.36 As we have observed and will further observe in this dissertation, this 
issue of legitimacy is strongly connected to the nature of rwotship as a contested co-
production. As the literature has shown, this is neither unique to Acholiland nor to 
Uganda in general. Comparing to other chiefdoms and kingdoms in Uganda, apart from 
several similarities, the story of the LRA war has had an impact that can be considered as 
being particular for the northern region. Further, it is especially their revival within an 
externally sponsored peace process which distinguishes the trajectory and nature of 
Acholi chieftaincy from other regions.  
The dominant register on which rwodi have tried to establish their authority throughout 
different phases has been the restoration of Acholi culture, norms and values. This 
narrative has been given a boost by the external peacebuilding interventions during and 
after the LRA war, and turned into mobilising repertoires, as will be described in the 
following chapter. The upcoming chapter will analyse how external aid has further 
transformed the roles, positions and authority of customary chiefs, and how donor 
support became a key driver behind the more structural and institutional engagement of 
customary leaders in political arena, of which the ACORD process and the creation of 
KKA were just the beginning.  
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36 Rwot of Pawel, Cuk Pa Chengere, December 2017; Rwot of Pageya, Mican village in Bardege.  
September 2016, Rwot of Pagak, Gulu, August 2016. 
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Chapter 4. Peacebuilding, Reconstruction and 
Reconciliation: Acholi Customary Authority through 
External Interventions in Northern Uganda 
 
4.1. Introduction 
To further investigate the complex relation between protracted donor-interventions and 
the production of public authority, this chapter analyses how Acholi customary leaders 
who by the end of the war had lost much of their power and authority, saw this authority 
partly being re-established through externally-led peacebuilding interventions. Post 
conflict peacebuilding settings often become playgrounds for multiple actors involved in 
governance and for several forms of external interventions (military, political, 
developmental and humanitarian). International donor agencies and humanitarian 
organisations often occupy a central role in these post-conflict interventions, especially in 
the post-conflict reconstruction agenda (Demekas et al. 2002). The peacebuilding process 
in northern Uganda opened up a new political and social order in which multiple actors 
navigated to establish their relevance and power (Allen 2015; Branch 2011; Nibbe 2011; 
Paine 2014).37 In relation to our conceptual framework, this order can be presented as a 
new political arena, in which rwodi could (re)negotiate their position within Acholi 
society. New actors of exercising public authority had entered the arena, and new 
registers (of peace, reconciliation, reconstruction) were being developed. New repertoires 
and practices had to be developed by chiefs to be able to operate within these registers.  
As already touched upon in the previous chapter, in the wake of the violent conflict, 
northern Uganda became the operational ground for a large humanitarian, peacebuilding 
and post-conflict reconstruction ‘industry’ (Allen 2015; Branch 2008; Nibbe 2011). This 
industry was part of the broader ‘massive internationalisation’ of the conflict, as 
described by Perrot (2010). From 2004 onwards, northern Uganda became a magnet for 
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37 Under peacebuilding interventions, we understand the intertwinement of peace and development 
agendas, intervening in domains such as governance, reconstruction, human rights, development and 
democracy (Mac Ginty & Richmond 2007). 
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international funding (Perrot 2010, p. 189), involving a diverse set of actors such as World 
Bank organisations, international advocacy groups, non-governmental organisations, 
UN and bilateral donor agencies, church-based charity organisations, and of course the 
local government, political elites as well as local community-based organisations. 
Engaged in diverse fields of humanitarian assistance, development, transitional justice 
and post-conflict reconstruction, external peacebuilding actors occupied a central role in 
local politics, economies and society in northern Uganda.  
Research by Branch (2011) and Nibbe (2011) has investigated the transformative impact 
of this international presence on local patterns of governance. This chapter forms a 
contribution to this research, more particularly to better understand the impact on the 
production of public authority. As important brokers between international aid agencies, 
the Ugandan government and Acholi communities, customary chiefs became key actors 
in post-conflict and peacebuilding programmes. They occupied different roles in 
peacebuilding and reconstruction programmes. It started with the advocacy for 
alternative and peaceful solutions to end violence, such as amnesty and dialogue as 
opposed to the government’s military tactics (Branch 2011; Dolan 2009). By supporting 
customary chiefs and recognising their authority, international donors (and to a certain 
extent also the Ugandan state) did not only reinforce chiefs’ legitimacy, they also sought 
to reinforce the legitimacy of their own actions vis-à-vis the ‘local communities’.  
Through this external support, customary chiefs could re-enter the public sphere and re-
gain some of the public authority they had lost during the war. Yet, the particular 
authority assigned to the rwodi throughout the peacebuilding process was in different 
ways ‘new’ from their former roles and positions. By processes of further 
institutionalisation and ‘NGO-isation’ of customary authority, rwodi’s social, economic 
and political position changed significantly. Paine (2014) has written in detail about this 
process of institutionalisation of the Acholi customary authority and has demonstrated 
how it was a contested and political process. 
The production of customary authority through peacebuilding interventions was the 
outcome of two processes: on the one hand international agencies searching for strategies 
of ‘local’ embeddedness of their aid and reconstruction programmes; on the other hand, 
rwodi searching for new repertoires and resources of authority and ways to reposition 
themselves in a society transformed by conflict dynamics. To understand these 
simultaneous processes of external and internal agency or co-production, existing 
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research and additional fieldwork data will be analysed at the intersection of a number 
of relevant academic debates. The debate on the ‘local turn’ in peacebuilding helps us to 
better frame the explicit interest of external donors in customary leaders. The debates on 
‘development brokerage’ on the other hand, help us to analyse rwodi’s own agency in this 
process. Given the fact that reconciliation became such an important register with 
available resources from which rwodi could extend their authority, additional theory on 
the complex relation between traditional and transitional justice mechanisms is crucial 
here too. In what follows I will (in a very brief manner) introduce these academic debates. 
4.1.1. The ‘Local Turn’ in Peacebuilding 
Lasting peace or what Galtung would classify as ‘positive peace’ and which falls within 
his peacebuilding approach comprises of a wide range of processes. These processes 
include social, psychological and economic environments which societies transitioning 
from conflict to peace may seek to address (Gewerc 2006). The nature, form and actors 
involved in the peacebuilding process are constantly evolving and aim at preventing re-
occurrence of conflicts (Bar-Tal & Bennink (2004). They seek to address the underlying 
causes of violence, and peace building is intended to create structure of peace that is 
aimed at justice, equity and cooperation. According to Bar-Tal & Bennick (2004), peace is 
not complete without reconciliation. Reconciliation takes many forms, but a major 
prerequisite for reconciliation is mutual acceptance by the majority members of societies. 
In fact, lasting peace according to them 'is characterised by mutual recognition and 
acceptance, invested interests and goals in developing peaceful relations, as well as fully 
normalised, cooperative political, economic, and cultural relations based on equality and 
justice, nonviolence, mutual trust, positive attitudes, and sensitivity and consideration 
for the other party’s needs and interests’ (Bar-Tal & Bennick 2004, p.15). On the other 
hand, emphasis on local communities, civil society and local actors grew in the 1990s 
stressing the idea of ‘peace from below’. Advocates of the ‘local turn’ principle such as 
John Paul Lederach in the 1990s and cotemporary peacebuilding scholars aim at giving a 
central role to the local people as agents for peace (Paffenholz 2015). It included 
'empowering the local people as the primary authors of peacebuilding instead of 
externally designed and driven peace interventions' (Paffenholz 2015, p.859). That 
elements of reconciliation, such as facing the unpleasant truth, forgiveness and healing 
can be found in the local reconciliation practices makes it easy to integrate these procesess 
into the peacebuilding landscape. 
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The idea that peacebuilding based on Western models would bring sustainable stability 
in fragile situations has been largely criticised by scholars and practitioners promoting a 
‘bottom-up’ approach and the inclusion of local non-state actors in peacebuilding 
strategies. This ‘local turn’ has become the dominant discourse in peacebuilding debates 
and practices. It is based on the concept of local ownership and the assumption that local 
actors have more legitimacy than international actors on the ground and should be 
involved throughout the entire process (Reich 2006). This approach would create 
acceptability and sustainability of policies by the people they are intended for. It would 
counter the ‘donor-driven’ agendas imposed by external experts with their own 
knowledge inconsiderate of the domestic social realities (Donais 2009; Mateos 2011).  
Emphasis on ‘peace from below’ grew from the failures of liberal peace approaches in 
Rwanda, Somalia and Bosnia and aimed at giving a central role to local actors as ‘agents’ 
or ‘architects’ for peace’ (Leonardsson & Rudd 2015; Paffenholz 2015). It aimed at 
‘empowering the local people as the primary authors of peacebuilding instead of 
externally designed and driven peace interventions’ (Paffenholz 2015, p.859). With the 
‘local turn’ came the explicit interest in indigenous methods of peacebuilding, and an 
explicit search for the local holders or representatives of these indigenous methods 
(Leonardsson & Rudd 2015). These local actors had to embody indigenous 
empowerment, cultural sensitivity and long-term commitment (Reich 2006).  
Hughes et al. (2015), introducing a special issue in Third World Quarterly entirely 
devoted to the local turn in peacebuilding, argues for an in-depth, critical investigation 
of ‘the local’ in these debates and practices. From case-studies of Palestine, East Timor, 
Cambodia, Rwanda, South Africa and Guinea, it is demonstrated how the ‘local’ is both 
an extraordinarily flexible and a highly contested term, how the local is highly political 
and that its understanding is wrongly based on binaries such as local-international or 
state-non-state (Hyden 2015; Leonardsson & Rud 2015; Mac Ginty 2015; Paffenholz 2015). 
The critical discussion on ‘the local’ which recent academic debates, resulted in for 
example the publication of several books and edited volumes (Ojendal et al. 2017; 
Randazzo 2017), has been extremely timely and useful to fully understand the 
implications of the local turn on the nature and location of power in societies where peace 
is built.  
To understand the role and position of customary authority in post-conflict Acholiland, 
we should see the explicit interest by external donors in customary chiefs in the context 
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of this ‘local turn’. Rwodi became the ‘local’, the non-state actor representing cultural 
knowledge and indigenous mechanisms to build peace, restoration and reconciliation in 
Acholi society. Dennis Pain wrote about rwodi: ‘their residual and traditional importance 
in the settling of disputes and in reconciliation is just what is needed at this time’ (Pain 
1997, p. 77).  
Using this extensive academic investigation of the local turn to analyse the relation 
between rwodi, the Ugandan state, external donors and Acholi communities enables us to 
be aware of the power dynamics and frictions at play in peacebuilding as an arena of 
global and local encounters (Björkdahl et al. 2016). The mutual relationship between 
customary chiefs and external donors appears to be characterised by very different 
framings of ‘the local’. As argued by Kappler (2015), the concept of ‘the local’ of itself 
designates a field in which ideas, resources and entities have their own logic and 
legitimacy.   
The study of the process of institutionalisation of Acholi shows us that for rwodi, using 
this register of ‘the local’ and embodying this preferred ‘local’, implies combining 
political representation of the voice of ‘the people’ with cultural appropriateness, and as 
such becomes an attractive position for ‘anyone grappling with the difficulty of acting 
politically across the borders of class, territory and community in a radically unequal 
world’ (Kappler 2015).  
4.1.2. Traditional - Transitional Justice 
Related to this debate on the ‘local turn’ is the debate on the notion of ‘tradition’ in 
peacebuilding, as repertoires of the ‘traditional’ and the ‘indigenous’ are central to the 
rhetoric of the local turn (Mac Ginty 2013). This turn to tradition and culture is part of 
the larger discourse of participation and local ownership to improve the legitimacy of 
peace interventions (Donais 2009). To be able to understand how rwodi were able to 
draw authority by mobilising repertoires of cultural and traditional justice and 
reconciliation, a brief theoretical introduction on the complex relation between 
traditional and transitional justice and a critical approach to traditional mechanisms in 
peacebuilding is important. When we think about customary authority and transitional 
justice in northern Uganda, we immediately think of the much documented and 
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mediatised mato oput38 reconciliation rituals carried out by Acholi elders and rwodi. The 
performance of this ritual, and others like nyono tong gueno and moyo piny, which was 
part of a largely donor-driven justice and reconciliation agenda, has become a crucial 
momentum in the post-conflict positioning of customary authority.  
Traditional or cultural healing and reconciliation practices in Acholi as an answer to the 
traumas of the war have been treated in different forms of literature. On the one hand, 
as mentioned already in the former chapter, international donor agencies invested in 
extensive research to document these practices. The need for a better understanding of 
cultural provisions of justice, reconciliation and healing led to a detailed analysis of the 
existing mechanisms in Acholi. For example, a book published by Caritas Gulu 
provides rich empirical material describing an extensive number of cultural systems, 
beliefs, norms and practices and how these have applied (successfully) for communal 
reconciliation (Harlacher et al. 2006). It offers detailed contextual background to Acholi 
cosmology, notions of spirits, healing and different historic roles within cultural 
institutions. On the other hand, rituals such as ‘mato oput’ have been the topic of 
extensive studies and heated debates on for example ‘the invention of tradition’ (Allen 
2007; 2008, 2010) and the (violent) politics of ‘ethnojustice’ (Branch 2014).  
Traditional justice, which is often synonymously used with terms such as customary, 
local, community-based, indigenous or informal justice, is a relatively new phenomena 
in transitional justice (Allen and MacDonald 2013), which became increasingly 
legitimised by the UN and World Bank. Kofi Annan in 2004 explicitly called for the 
recognition of indigenous and informal traditions of justice in transitional justice 
mechanisms (Annan 2004). There, increasingly, has been a general consensus on the 
indivisibility of national and international peacebuilding approaches prompting the 
widening of the scope of transitional justice (Viaene 2010). Traditional justice is built on 
the belief that ‘embedding orthodox peace building approaches in local culture will 
enhance their legitimacy and efficacy, thereby providing an authentic and familiar 
environment through which popular participation might begin to flourish’ (Branch 2011 
in: Allen & MacDonald 2013, p. 3-4). Involvement of local actors in transitional justice is 
in many ways a response to the critics of the field as western imposition of justice based 
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38 Mato oput is a traditional reconciliation ceremony in which the involved parties (the offended and the 
offender) drink a concoction of bitter herbs with leaves from 'oput' tree, symbolising the willingness to 
reconcile among conflicting communities and acceptance of responsibility for the crime one is being 
accused of (See for example Afako 2002; Allen, 2008, Pain 1997). 
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in western standard when conducted by international actors (Viaene & Brems 2010). It is 
also suggested that justice built on established customs of reconciliation and 
compensation is more appropriate and pragmatic in close knit community settings, 
where people remain dependent on continuous social and economic relationships with 
their neighbourhood (Allen & Macdonald 2013).  
Inspired by the Gacaca courts in Rwanda, many states seeking to come to terms with past 
violence such as Sierra Leone, Guatemala, Mozambique, Burundi, Uganda and East 
Timor have increasingly adopted traditional justice, either as alternative transitional 
justice mechanisms, as complementary ones (Viaene 2010; Woldorf 2006). The traditional 
justice approach offered an answer to the increasing challenge of legitimacy and 
acceptability of international transitional justice mechanisms, such as the ICC procedures 
(Huyse 2008; Lundy 2009). In fact, it is interesting to see how on a global scale, the 
emergence of traditional justice as an alternative approach has been invigorated by the 
creation of the International Criminal Court (Allen & Macdonald 2013). This has clearly 
been the case in northern Uganda, where the development of indigenous approaches to 
justice and reconciliation were triggered by an opposition towards the ICC, accused of 
destructively imposing Western and neo-colonial ideas of justice upon Acholi (Allen 
2010; Branch 2014). The needs for reconciliation were enormous during and after the war 
in northern Uganda, where so many civilians had been engaged in violence, often 
towards their own families and relatives.  
According to Adam Branch, the broader logic behind the (donor-driven) interest in 
traditional justice mechanisms in northern Uganda and the role of customary leaders 
herein, is that crisis and violence in Acholi society was seen as emerging from ‘the 
breakdown of war-affected societies, the collapse of traditional values and social 
harmony, the disappearance of ritual practices that ensured such harmony, and the loss 
of authority among elders and other traditional leaders’ (Branch 2014: 614). As discussed 
in the previous chapter, this reality of cultural breakdown was also explicitly mentioned 
in the influential report of Dennis Pain, (1997) as a legitimising register bringing cultural 
leaders in the centre of the discussion.  
Traditional leaders thus were identified as the ‘locals’ and as Lundy defines these: as 
possessing the needed resources for justice through history, culture, language and moral 
position (Lundy 2009). Rwodi in northern Uganda were thus this ‘lost authority’ to be 
rebuilt and empowered. The emergence of customary authority through ritualised 
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practices of traditional reconciliation can as such be understood within this ‘ethnojustice’ 
framework, or the project of reconstructing a so-called ‘authentic order’ through a 
‘reviving’ of traditional authority (Branch 2014). Scholars such as Allen (2008), Branch 
(2014), Clark (2007) and Rubli (2012) have critically questioned the legitimacy of 
traditional actors and institutions’ involvement in transitional justice.  
As also put forward in the ‘local turn’ debates, power relations both within local 
communities or traditional institutions and with their wider context bring into question 
issues of participation and representation, as it would be naïve to assume traditional 
leaders act on behalf of ‘the community’ (Lundy 2009). To the contrary, as Adam Branch 
has argued, ‘the traditional practices of justice that claim to enable the transition from 
war to peace can instead violently entrench the very forms of domination and inequality 
that give rise to war in the first place’ (2014, p. 609). A whole branch within the academic 
debate on traditional justice is further devoted to the issue of instrumentalisation and 
politicisation of traditional justice mechanisms (Allen & MacDonald 2013; Rubli 2012; 
Senier 2008). It is key to retain from these debates that aid agencies, human rights activists 
as well as local power brokers are finding in traditional justice ways of furthering their 
diverse agendas.  
4.1.3. Development Brokerage 
To further understand the changing position of customary leaders throughout the 
peacebuilding and post-conflict reconstruction phase in northern Uganda, special 
attention needs to be put on their particular societal position as ‘brokers’ or 
intermediaries between external actors and ‘local communities’. As such, debates on 
‘development brokerage’ form a very useful approach complementing the ‘local turn’ 
debates to further investigate the agency of these ‘locals’ themselves. This agency is 
situated in the more historical position of customary leaders in intermediary dynamics 
and processes, as explained in the earlier chapters. It is particularly interesting that the 
concept development brokers was first used to describe chiefly positions in the colonial 
and pre-colonial era, operating at the interface between local populations and ‘foreign’ 
regimes (Knierzinger 2011; Lindquist 2015). 
In the context of the massive influx of aid in northern Uganda, global resources needed 
to be connected to the local. This context offers the fertile ground for the emergence of 
what Bierschenk et al. (2002) have called ‘development brokers’, a social category of 
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intermediaries between donors and potential beneficiaries of aid. The legitimacy of the 
broker is described from the skilful negotiation of different registers, resources and 
connections. Their brokerage position lies in their access to the ‘local communities’ and 
to international aid circuits, and they are specialised in the capturing of international aid 
(Lewis & Mosse 2006). As such, they form an important key to ‘transnational’ resource 
mobilisation (Van Nieuwaal & Van Dijk 1999). 
This position also allows customary chiefs to redistribute these external funds or 
‘transnational resources’, in ways that grant them prestige and legitimacy. As such, 
development brokers occupy a key position in patronage networks, in which they are 
able to ‘capture aid’, often in a structural manner, and channel it through the personal 
networks that enable them to stay in power. As such, aid becomes an important resource 
to be mobilised by customary chiefs. There exists considerable research on African 
customary chiefs as development brokers (Oomen 2005; Williams 2010). This literature 
points to the fact that in some parts of Africa, capturing aid has become an important 
characteristic of customary authority and legitimacy.  
The decentralisation of aid, Bierschenk et al, (2002) argue, has prompted a proliferation 
of intermediary actors such as village associations, religious associations, youth groups, 
women groups, traditional leaders, etc. A common characteristic about brokers as a social 
and even professional category is that they become masters in the relevant narratives (or 
what I would call repertoires in this dissertation) from which they draw their positions: 
the repertoires on aid, development, peace and reconstruction (Mosse & Lewis 2006; 
Knierzinger 2011).  In the literature on development brokers, the broker emerges as a 
strategic gatekeeper and entrepreneurs who instrumentalises aid to enhance his or her 
own social or political mobility (Knierzinger 2011). This representation risks creating an 
unnuanced picture of Acholi customary chiefs’ engagement in donor-driven 
peacebuilding agenda’s as intrinsically manipulative. The degree in which rwodi actively 
played out their strategic brokerage position strongly varies. Yet, the point of looking 
through the analytical lens of development brokerage is to better understand the 
opportunities for social, political and economic mobility, power and authority that lies 
within this particular position. ‘Indigenous’ brokers have the capacity of not only 
capturing but also mobilising resources, and people (Beall & Ngonyama 2009) and as 
such can exercise a considerable amount of influence within the social and political arena. 
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As explained in the earlier sections, customary leaders came to play a crucial role in the 
peacebuilding process, strongly connected to the register of providing an ‘authentic’ 
environment for ‘local participation’. To ensure a systematic ‘grassroots approach’ 
carried by reliable ‘local stakeholders’, international donors need a suitable broker who 
could translate both the communities’ as well as the donors’ needs. As supposed 
community representatives with historical experience in collaborating with external 
actors, rwodi were well positioned to become this broker. Through peace peacebuilding 
and post-conflict reconstruction programmes, Acholi customary chiefs have become very 
closely connected to external donors (Paine 2015).  
4.2. Northern Uganda: From Humanitarianism to Peacebuilding and the 
Process of NGO-isation of Acholi society 
Peacebuilding and post-conflict reconstruction in northern Uganda need to be 
contextualised in a longer continuum of protracted external interventions (Branch 2014). 
Discourses changed from humanitarianism to peace and justice, but the actors to a large 
extend remained the same. Before we elaborate in more detail on the further 
institutionalisation of customary authority, we need to provide a little bit more context 
about the ways in which external interventions had shaped Acholi society in general.  
The presence of humanitarian organisations in northern Uganda was strongly entwined 
with the government’s ‘encampment’ strategy during the war (Branch 2011). It was 
barely a month after the displacement of people into the camps that the UN had realised 
the need for humanitarian assistance and provision of aid (Branch 2011). Further, the 
Ugandan government for example requested World Food Programme to provide food in 
the camps. After 1996, the number of relief agencies increased tremendously and by 2003, 
the amount of the consolidated appeal by humanitarian relief agencies working in the 
north was $148.1 million; $123.6 million was received and half of it was used to buy and 
distribute food to the displaced (Nibbe 2011). In 2007, the cost of running the camps was 
evaluated to be $200 million, and the number of official Humanitarian agencies had risen 
to over 200 by the year 2006 (ibid.). 
After the UN Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief 
Coordinator, Jan Egeland, referred to Uganda’s conflict the world’s ‘most neglected 
humanitarian emergency’, the presence of international humanitarian, peacebuilding 
and development organisations expanded massively (mostly around 2003 and 2004) 
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(Branch 2011; Nibbe 2011; Perrot 2010). International aid agencies became powerful actors 
in the local post-conflict governance landscape. Not only did they provide an answer to 
the humanitarian disaster, they also intervened in the gaps left by the state’s breakdown 
in the judiciary and executive organs. Soon, external donors engaged in a wide variety of 
domains, providing medical, education, economic, justice and psychosocial assistance. 
Even after the Juba talks and the ending LRA violence in northern Uganda, these 
international agencies remained, and integrated in peacebuilding programmes, entailing 
activities in development, education, community empowerment, civil society capacity 
building, resettlement, rehabilitation, reconstruction of infrastructure and service 
delivery, trauma counselling and providing justice reconciliation, among others. FThe 
Map below39 gives an overview of the different organisations and their areas of 
intervention in the districts of northern Uganda by 2006.   
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39 UN Office for the Coordination of Human Rights Affairs, 2006.  
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Adam Branch (2011, 2013) and Ayesha Nibbe (2011) have extensively described how 
humanitarian narratives and policies have shaped local politics, societies and economies. 
In the remainder of this dissertation, we need to understand these narratives as dominant 
registers mobilised in the construction and negotiation of legitimacy and authority 
during the war.  
Throughout the logics of international actors’ search for the ‘local’, external aid and 
peacebuilding agencies were in constant need for local implementing partners. The 
format of the NGO remained the dominant format for brokering aid, reconstruction and 
later on, development. Apart from an international NGO-scramble in northern Uganda, 
this also created the mushrooming of local NGOs on the ground (Nibbe 2011). Makara 
(1999) identified five main categories of NGOs in Uganda, all of which have been present 
in northern Uganda: NGO umbrella Networks such as NGO Forum; Advocacy NGOs 
such as Human Rights Focus (HURIFO), Human Rights Network (HURINET), FIDA, 
Action for Development (ACFODE) and Uganda Women's Network (UWONET); Civic 
organisations or all those whose purpose is civic related work such as Acholi Religious 
Leaders Peace Initiative (ARLPI); development organisations and lastly Grassroots 
organisations like Gulu District Farmers Associations or the Atiak Development 
Initiative. Many NGOs operating elsewhere in the country established their base in 
northern Uganda. It would not be an exaggeration to say that for every category of need 
of society such as reconciliation, human rights, disabled, youth, education, abducted 
women, victims, food and water, sanitation etc., there was a local NGO to address it. The 
umbrella network ‘NGO-forum’ was created in Gulu in April, 200140, uniting all NGOs, 
local and international as members, centralising information about their locations and 
mandates, keeping statistics of the NGO presence in northern Uganda, advertising NGO 
job opportunities etc. NGO Forum became an institution of reference in Gulu for local as 
well as international aid workers, volunteers and researchers.  
With NGOs occupying such important roles in for example service delivery (providing 
education, health, justice, etc.), they became important actors in local decision-making 
processes, or what Gupta and Ferguson (2005) have called the NGO-isation of 
governance within neo-liberal peacebuilding. As has been argued for similar cases, the 
proliferation NGOs has to some extent instigated a transfer of power and legitimacy from 
the state to the advantage of international actors (see for example Büscher & Vlassenroot 
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40 Director NGO Forum, Gulu, December 2017. 
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2010). Their emerging position in local governance was among other things due to the 
heavy dependency of public service delivery on international aid (Branch 2011). 
Literature on post-conflict service delivery has demonstrated how this strongly 
influences the public authority and legitimacy of state institutions and the relationship 
between donors, states and civilians (Douma & Van der Haar 2010). ‘Replacing’ state 
institutions in providing water, health infrastructure, education, protection, justice, 
conflict mediation etc., has inevitable produced and reproduced these external actors’ 
public authority. However, the relationship between aid agencies and the Ugandan state 
is far more complex than a situation of NGOs replacing the state in its core functions, as 
shown by for example Branch (2011), who points out how aid has reinforced Museveni’s 
regime. Perrot (2010) has documented for example how the Ugandan state has been able 
to more or less monitor the international presence in northern Uganda. Although the 
international presence formed a challenge to Museveni’s regime by the visibility of the 
UDPF atrocities during the war, the regime managed to remain in place as a ‘good 
partner’ for the international community (Perrot 2010).  
NGO-isation could be observed not only on the level of governance, but also on the level 
of the local economy, whereby the NGO sector replaced the Ugandan Government as the 
main employer, particularly in Gulu town (Branch 2013). Ayesha Nibbe (2011) observed 
how it became a dream for young graduates in the region to get employment within the 
NGO sector. Finally, the NGO-isation of local society, such as for example described by 
Trefon (2004) for the case of Kinshasa was very visible in northern Uganda. Community 
based organisations transformed into NGOs and the NGO became the dominant format 
of organisation, even for music and dance groups, for instance.41 The NGO as such 
became a new form of livelihood in northern Uganda, enabling people to tap into external 
resources. As development brokers, these NGOs organise themselves according to the 
dominant narratives and ‘buzzwords’ of the moment. For a long time, the dominant 
narrative has been on (invisible) children (Nibbe 2011), resulting in a long list of NGOs 
specifically targeting children (such as Invisible Children, ChildAid, ChildrenUp or 
Watoto church for example). (Vulnerable) children were of the ‘highly fundable 
categories’ and; in 2008-2009 more than half of the aid organisations present in Gulu 
specifically targeted ‘vulnerable children’ (also including orphans, HIV positive children, 
disabled children and children in extreme poverty) in their programs.42 The educational 
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41 Focus groups with dance groups in Gulu (together with a group of Ghent students), April 2017. 
42 Staff NGO Forum Gulu, April 2015. 
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sector is an interesting case from which one can observe the impact of aid agencies on 
local governance though service delivery in northern Uganda (Büscher et al. 2018). While 
talking with a staff member of the Acholi Educational Initiative, he told us:  
“At one moment, it was like the government let them take over completely. They 
[NGOs] could more or less decide where and how they would construct school 
infrastructure (. . .) Nowadays government is more strict and NGOs adhere to the 
government development plan. But they [the government] built on the work of 
NGOs. You stroll around in Gulu town, the most beautiful dorms and classrooms 
are built with donor money”.43 
One NGO-employee and father of two confirmed this appreciation of NGO school 
infrastructure:  
“You ask around in town, the best schools today are still the ones being sponsored 
by NGOs. The infrastructure is better, they have good books, better material and 
teachers are more motivated”.44  
This was being echoed by a number of other informants. The initial focus of ‘vulnerable 
children’ resulted, somewhat contradictory, to NGO school programs becoming one of 
the most ‘high standard’ in town. The SOS Children’s Nursery School is one example, 
referred to as and presenting itself as ‘one of the most modern and high standard schools 
in Gulu according to international standards’.45 According to some informants, donor’s 
interest in children and education and the proliferation of NGOs in Gulu town led to the 
expansion of urban private schools and day-care services.46  
Van Rouveroy-van Niewaal & Van Dijk (1999) argued that we should recognise the 
impact of urbanisation on the outlook & application of chiefly authority in Africa. To 
understand the evolution of customary authority into the urban-based institution KKA 
(cf. infra), the impact of protracted aid presence on rural-urban relations and processes 
of urbanisation are crucial processes to look into. The case of Gulu has been studied to 
this regard by Adam Branch (2013) and Büscher et al. (2018). The presence of aid agencies 
had been so protracted, to a point that it had become part of Gulu’s day-to-day urbanism 
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43 Representative Acholi Education Initiative, Gulu, April 2015. 
44 NGO employee, Gulu, January 2014. 
45 ‘Mother’ of SOS Children's Village, Gulu, April 2015. 
46 School director primary school, Gulu, April 2015. 
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and an integral part of its local economy, the physical urban landscape, its civil society 
and its urban governance structures. As a result of a long history of proliferation of aid 
agencies in a context of general state absence, Gulu’s urban service delivery became 
heavily dependent on external actors.  
In fact, Gulu town only started to ‘urbanise’ and to develop into a city during the LRA 
conflict and post-war humanitarian interventions (Branch 2013; Nibbe 2011). It became 
an example of what is referred to as an ‘NGO town’ or an ‘aid town’, and 
humanitarianism has been a central feature of Gulu’s urbanisation. In the study I did with 
Karen Büscher and Ivan Ashaba (Büscher et al. 2018), we have investigated the diverse 
effects of what we have called ‘humanitarian urbanism’ (see Potvin 2013) on Gulu’s urban 
material, socio-economic and political urban landscape. We zoomed in on three domains 
of urbanism: urban service delivery, urban planning and urban institutions. Gulu, as the 
urban heart of the humanitarian and peacebuilding interventions, through the war and 
post-conflict dynamics became an important site from which different governance actors 
(including aid agencies and the cultural institution) established their power bases. It 
therefore presents an important site from which to study the ongoing political dynamics 
in northern Uganda. 
4.3. Cleansing and Reconciliation Rituals: Customary Practices at Work 
Clare Paine (2011) rightly argued that the traditional justice rituals carried out by 
customary chiefs (most of them between 2003 and 2006)47 represent key ‘moments’ for 
rwodi to shape their image as important actors in the broader peacebuilding arena. Tobias 
Hagmann has referred to these traditional peacebuilding activities as powerful 
illustrations of ‘custom in action’ (Hagmann 2006, p. 40). Since these rituals have been 
largely documented, analysed and criticised in the literature (see for example Allen 2006; 
Baines 2005; Harlacher et al. 2006; Latigo 2008), I do not aim to go in much depth 
describing them here. I do think it is crucial to mention them, since these were important 
manifestations of what I identified in the conceptual framework as chiefly practices 
through which rwodi could claim power and legitimacy. These practices are as equally 
important as the registers and repertoires on peacebuilding and traditional justice rwodi 
have used to craft their public authority. Rituals and ceremonies have been used to 
interpret the spirit world and experience of misfortune, and to re-establish or make 
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47 For example, between 2003 and 2005, KKA was reported to have conducted 31 cleansing ceremonies 
(Baines 2005).  
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manifest social relations (Allen & Macdonald 2013; Finnström 2008; Harlacher et al. 2006; 
Pain 1997).  
The performance of the traditional justice rituals and ceremonies during and after the 
LRA war were not only the outcome of a local approach in the peacebuilding agendas in 
North Uganda, they were strongly donor sponsored. International humanitarian, aid and 
peacebuilding agencies financed (amongst other things) the logistical support, the 
compensation money and the trainings and dialogue meetings. For instance, northern 
Uganda Transition Initiative (NUTI) and the United States Agency for International 
Development/Office of Transitional Initiatives (USAID/OTI) made consultations with 
traditional leaders in order to form the northern Uganda Transitional Justice Working 
Group to carry out reconciliation initiatives (Mattsson et al. 2011; USAID/OTI 2008). 
NUTI for example developed small grants to support cleansing rituals geared towards 
return of people to their lands involving traditional authorities and KKA (Matsson et al. 
2011). Ceremonies were also facilitated and sponsored by CARITAS, UNDP and the Liu 
Institute (Paine 2014).  
The performed rituals were often attended by different actors such as representatives of 
donor agencies, local and international press, representatives of the Ugandan state and 
religious leaders.48 This was especially the case during the public ‘mass’ ceremonies 
carried out in Gulu by the Paramount Chief (Allen 2010).  
4.3.1. Acholi Customary Leaders and the ‘Local’ Approach to Justice and Reconciliation 
During the Kacoke Madit meeting and in the report written by Pain (see chapter 3), rwodi 
were emphasised as an important traditional authority to be empowered. Moreover, they 
were identified as the ideal ‘local’ actor to partner with NGOs and donor agencies in this 
regard. The relationship between external donors and rwodi is being presented in the 
report as ‘neutral’ and less compromising than for example in case the Ugandan 
government was to be sponsoring the traditional justice activities, and described in terms 
of technical capacity building (Pain 1997; Paine 2011). Rwodi’s key role in traditional 
justice activities was not only inspired by their historical claim on ritual practices of 
healing, cleansing and reconciliation, but also by their involvement in the peace-talks, as 
described in chapter 3. As stated by Van Rouveroy-van Nieuwaal & Van Dijk (1999), the 
‘revival’ of customary leaders in development and peacebuilding interventions is based 
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on their broker position but also on their most renowned responsibility that has survived 
the different episodes of weakening and fragmentation: mediation and dispute 
settlement.  
Yet here again, analysing the re-staging of customary leaders only as the outcome of 
international actors’ search for ‘their local’ is misleading, as we should also look at the 
agency of these ‘locals’ themselves in the process. Rwodi and clan elders were also at the 
forefront suggesting the restoration of Acholi traditional justice systems. Their support 
for the blanket amnesty passed by the Government in late 1999 was closely linked to their 
expressed desire for a restoration of Acholi traditional approaches to justice, said to be 
based on principles of reconciliation, forgiveness and a non-punitive approach, which 
were said to be ‘part of Acholi culture’ (Ojok 2014). Dennis Pain states that Acholi 
traditional practices reconciliation reach ‘far beyond the limited approaches of 
conservative western legal systems and a formal amnesty for offences against the state’ 
(Pain 1997, p. 28) 
In 2005, the International Criminal Court, at the request of the government of Uganda 
issued arrest warrants for the top five LRA commanders. However, this move, in the 
midst of violent conflict was not welcomed by many people in the region (Hovil 2011). 
By some, the ICC was perceived as a neo-colonial experiment ignoring the realities and 
understandings of the victims (Allen 2010). Allen quotes James Otto, then the head of 
Human Rights Focus in northern Uganda who expressed that: ‘there is a balance in the 
community that cannot be found in the briefcase of the white man’ (Allen 2006, p. 134). 
The unpopularity of the ICC indictments produced the need for other, alternative insights 
on mechanisms of justice to be employed (Hovil 2011). Acholi customary chiefs and clan 
elders, together with the religious leaders and human rights activists, lawyers and civil 
society organisations saw the indictments of Joseph Kony and his top commanders by 
the International Criminal Court as obstacles to the amnesty process and the peace talks. 
The indictments were considered disincentives for LRA leaders to surrender, and ICC 
justice was seen as failing to address the reconciliation needs of the victims (Allen 2007; 
Baines 2014; Dolan 2009). Arguing that international justice was inappropriate in their 
context, local leaders saw in amnesty ‘Acholi traditions of justice premised on communal 
accountability, punishment, forgiveness and reconciliation’ (Baines 2005, p. 101). 
According to some, the unpopularity of the ICC was also about timing, people at this 
point in time needed peace and structural justice more than the ICC’s individualised 
criminal justice (Hovil 2011). Allen critically challenges the presented opposition of 
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‘western’ ICC towards ‘local’ traditional justice approaches in northern Uganda (Allen 
2010). 
The active role of customary chiefs during the conflict, their advocacy for traditional 
justice and their outright rejection of the International Criminal Court, created a welcome 
arena for them to re-enter the public scene. KKA’s Council of chiefs became the main 
responsible body to conduct the rituals, and KKA became the main institution through 
which donors would work to coordinate, train and finance the project (see also chapter 
5).  
4.3.2. Staged Rituals and Performances: Institutionalising Customary Authority 
through Institutionalising a Ritual 
Different reconciliation rituals had been selected to be performed, such as nyono tong 
gweno (‘breaking the egg), gomo tong (‘bending the spear’) and lwoko pig wang (‘washing 
away tears’) as both welcoming and cleansing rituals for the returnees coming back from 
the bush to their families and communities (Latigo 2008). The cleansing of the area (moyo 
piny) was also an important task for the customary leaders to be performed. This 
ceremony included the proper burying of the remains of the dead which were found 
scattered in the fields. The burying of these bones was seen necessary for proper return 
and reintegration of people from the camps (Dolan 2009). A former staff member of 
ACORD explained how these traditional forms of cleansing were needed because of the 
lacuna in government’s return and resettlement policies to address the psychosocial 
needs of the affected communities.49 To the fright of many, skeletons of the dead were 
common sights in the fields in which people were expected to go and cultivate crops, and 
many reported being haunted by spirits of the dead. Cleansing and re-burial were 
important in reassuring people that it was safe to return to their villages.50  
The most common ritual used for traditional - transitional purposes was mato oput. Before 
the war and the peace process, mato oput was used as a reconciliation process in instances 
of intended murders, and it was conducted between clans (not between individuals or 
disputing families). It conformed to the spiritual and cultural laws of the region and was 
done in accordance to the levels and intensity of the crime. The ceremony was a process, 
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49 Staff from ACORD, June 2015; informal discussions with people in Gulu, Layibi division, April- June 
2015.  
50 Staff from ACORD, June 2015; informal discussions with People in Gulu, April- June, 2015.  
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not a single day's event, starting with interventions from elders to calm the tense situation 
once the crime had been committed. Then on a later date, compensation would be 
decided between the two clans with the help of a neutral mediator, identified by the 
elders. Then finally, the reconciliation ritual was organised on yet another day. During 
the ceremony, the killer and a member from the family of the victim drink a concoction 
of bitter root with blood of a sacrificed sheep to indicate settlement of the dispute and 
reunification of the clans.  Compensation would also be agreed upon (Allen 2007). 
According to Tim Allen, 'it was a quite rare kind of ritual, as compensation arrangements 
were not common for a killing that had occurred in a local war or clan feud. They were 
negotiated where the killing was a murder within the moral community’ (Allen 2007, 
p.150).  
According to Baines (2007) and Latigo (2008), in the original practice of the ritual mato 
oput, the chiefs did not play a very important role. The key actors in the mato oput rituals 
have been clan elders (and the council of elders in case of inter-clan complains) who have 
the responsibility of choosing a mediator and who oversee that the entire process to 
ensure it is conducted well. The ajwaka (spirit medium), usually a woman also had a 
special role in the ritual, of invoking the spirit of the deceased person to possess a person 
who would then receive compensation on behalf of the deceased. Even the stepping on 
the egg ritual (nyono tong gweno), a cleansing and welcoming practice, which was 
commonly done at family level had no specific roles for rwodi. Elders in the family were 
responsible for conducting the rituals. As such, historically it was not the rwodi who led 
the ritual, nor was it exclusively the domain of male elders. The staging of the rwodi and 
the Paramount Chief and the authority and prestige given to them during the donor-
financed rituals thus represented an important change to the resources, practices and 
repertoires related to rwotship. Despite the fact that it has been described in detail how 
these practices historically were embodied by different customary actors within a clan or 
a chiefdom (Harlacher et al.), through the eyes of the external community customary 
practices became increasingly connected to the rwodi, headed by the Paramount Chief.  
These rituals form clear examples of staged performances which have layered meanings 
and can be used by different agents involved as a strong tool for the production of power 
and authority (Boute & Smaberg 2013; Parkin et al. 1996; Vaughan 2000). The public 
nature of these ceremonies was reinforced by the presence of the press and donor 
representatives. As such, these staged performances were not only an important site to 
demonstrate customary authority towards the chief’s own communities, but also towards 
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the ‘outside world’. Tim Allen's research found out that the media and the NGOS only 
attended those ceremonies that the Paramount Chief presided over and those close to 
Gulu town (2007). Through the performance of these rituals and ceremonies, particular 
symbolic resources of public authority where emphasised (such as the chief’s monopoly 
on practices related to cult, their spiritual skills in the form of their communication with 
spirits and ancestors, etc.).51 Another crucial dimension of their public authority was 
being reinforced, namely their position as brokers between the community and the 
international donors.  
Meier (2013) has pointed out the interesting contradiction between the way in which 
rituals such as mato oput have been promoted by so many actors from outside the region, 
and criticised and contested by so many from within Acholi communities. Several 
authors have engaged with a detailed critical deconstruction of these rituals, questioning 
the legitimacy of the ways in which they were performed and the actors that were 
involved (Allen 2007; Omach 2016; Quinn 2014). Omach argued that the sponsored and 
mediatised manner of the performance of these rituals lead to the commercialisation of 
the rituals; ‘It was more or less like acting ‘traditional’ justice rituals for the western 
media’ (2016, p.91). Allen (2007) argued that this led to the contribution of the codification 
and institutionalisation of the ritual mato oput by becoming a ‘privileged rite’ and 
confusion over its meaning and potential use. He called it a case of an ‘invented tradition’, 
referring to the reproduction of existing traditional mechanisms for different political and 
other goals (as described for example also by Ingelaere (2008), Woldorf (2008; 2006) and 
Husye (2008). The rituals were indeed significantly adapted to the particular setting of 
post-conflict peacebuilding in northern Uganda. A small example is the fact that these 
rituals were now performed in public spaces in Gulu town for example, while they used 
to be organised at specific sacred sites within the territories of the respective clans (Meier 
2013).  
Meier (2013) pointed to the fact that the ‘invented rituals’ were based on a one-
dimensional understanding of the otherwise complex cosmological underpinnings of 
rituals, separating them from their cosmological context and transforming them into 
symbolic public performances. At the same time, she mentions that pre-war descriptions 
of the mato oput ritual are very limited.  She summarised that traditional - transitional 
justice mechanisms in Acholiland have ‘reinvented and standardised terms, forms and 
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occasions or the performance of rituals previously only locally validated – a practice 
comparable to the way Christian missionaries decided on standard Acholi for the 
translation of the Bible in the early colonial days, as well as the British colonial 
administration’s decision to call the diverse clusters of people in this region 'Acholi'’ 
(Meier 2013, p. 30). Allan & Macdonald (2013) also see a continuum with the colonial 
period, when British administrators incorporated selected tribal customs into the indirect 
system of government through chiefs and other local agents.  
The institutionalisation of these rituals created a picture of an existing integrated system 
of traditional justice amongst Acholi, which has actually never really existed (Allen & 
Macdonald 2013). As Branch points out, rather than Acholi traditional justice, we should 
talk about Acholi ‘traditions’ of justice (Branch 2011, p.177). Further, it created a picture 
of Acholi’s historic ‘tradition’ of forgiving (instead of punishing) which was unrealistic 
and overblown. Punitive measures were common in Acholi, dependent on the crime, 
who had committed it and who was arbitrating (Allen 2010; 2006). Also, traditional 
approaches were less relevant and less acceptable to some – this is especially true for 
young people who had grown up during a time of war with restricted opportunities to 
experience or participate in such practices.  
The legitimacy of those who conducted the rituals was also being questioned. The 
assertion that rwodi hold the knowledge of these rituals was contested by some, especially 
those elders who were familiar with Acholi traditions, arguing that these kinds of ritual 
performance before the war were the responsibility of the lineage heads and not the 
chiefs.52 Actually, some of the chiefs during the course of this research confirmed that 
they do not attend and conduct the ritual functions because, it is not an obligation to do 
so.53 Although customary chiefs were seen as experts, their knowledge on and skills of 
performing those rituals seemed overestimated. Even the Paramount Chief of KKA 
admitted that he did not know how to perform mato oput (Allen 2010), and NGOs 
involved in the process recognised after a while the limited knowledge of rwodi to this 
regard and proposed for them ‘to be trained on traditional practices’ (Liu Institute 2002 
in: Allen & MacDonald 2013, p. 20). USAID funded Northern Ugandan Peace Initiative 
(NUPI) arranged for elders to explain Acholi forgiveness rituals to representatives of ‘the 
youth’. Allen & MacDonald state that ‘it seems odd that it is now up to non-Acholi experts 
and outsiders to help revive those traditions among the Acholi’ (Allen & Macdonald 2013, 
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52 Clan elder, Koro, May 2015.   
53 Rwot of Pawel, Cuk Pa Chengere, April 2015; Rwot of Pagak, August 2016. 
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p. 19). However, already from the very start, concerns had emerged about rwodi’s 
capacity to take up the roles assigned to them (see chapter 3). Bradbury describes how ‘it 
was also noted that there were tensions between elders over the possible financial 
benefits; and that there were concerns that the external support for traditional chiefs was 
just another way of trying to bring the region under closer government control’ 
(Bradbury 1999, in Allen & Macdonald 2013, p.19). Branch (2011) and Paine (2014) have 
explained in detail how chiefs have strategically sought to reproduce the particular post-
conflict social order as a clearly defined register in which they could occupy a privileged 
position.  
Chiefs who have been involved on these rituals back then, would always refer to this as 
an example of their authority and to stress how they have been key players in pacifying 
northern Uganda.54 As we remember from Hoffman & Kirk’s arguments: the provision 
of public services such as justice, peace and reconciliation is central in the production of 
public authority (Hoffmann & Kirk, 2013, p. 9). While these traditional justice 
mechanisms offered rwodi opportunities to extend their power and authority, the power 
and authority they could draw from these performances was much more produced by 
the national and international visibility of these performances enhanced by the donor 
funding, than by the financial gains. Several chiefs told me that donors funded the 
ceremonies and logistic support such as transport, but they did not get structural funding 
for this.55 Most of the funding was also channelled through KKA.  
It was clear that with the institutionalisation of the transitional justice rituals, also the 
institutionalisation of customary authority was further shaped. If rituals are 
institutionalised and association with accepted hierarchies, they may shape the 
understanding of who participate in them and who regulates the ritual to which purpose. 
As such, these rituals are a powerful tool of social engineering (Allen 2010). Through 
international donor projections of what Acholi ‘traditional’ cultural means of 
peacebuilding would be and whom would represent them, customary authority took the 
form of the reinforcement of those customary chiefs recognised by the international 
community and by the government. KKA, symbolised during the rituals by the presence 
of the Paramount Chief was reconfirmed in its position as the core institution 
representing Acholi customary authority as a whole. The transitional justice register laid 
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54 Rwot of Lamogi who attended the Kocoke Madit, Gulu, June 2015.  
55 Rwot of Patiko, Patiko, April, 2015; Rwot of Alokolum, August 2016. This is also in line with Paine’s 
observations (2014).  
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an important basis for rwodi’s engagement in ‘new’ chiefly roles, which led to an 
increased ‘internationalisation’ of their chiefly roles and authority. Increased 
international attention and advocacy for traditional reconciliation practices in northern 
Uganda resulted in international status. For example, the mato oput ritual is being 
popularised to the extent that it produces as many as 32,000 results in google today.  
4.4. Further Institutionalisation and NGO-isation of Customary 
Authority  
Over time, this post-conflict transformation of customary authority has extended chiefly 
roles and practices in domains of activism, human rights, health, gender-based violence, 
peacebuilding, land dispute resolution and environment protection.56 In the form of 
financial support and training workshops, international humanitarian and peacebuilding 
agencies started to ‘empower’ Acholi customary chiefs to integrate them into their 
‘participatory’ approach.57 Erin Baines observes that the cultural institution changed from 
being an ‘institution of men who hold traditional views on appropriate gender and age 
roles’ to being women’s rights activists (2005, p. 32-33).  
For example, between 2013 and 2015, clan elders were being trained in gender awareness 
for UNWOMEN gender peace-building programmes. In a joint programme with 
UNICEF, capacity building was provided for both women to address the injustices they 
experience, as well as for KKA to implement Acholi gender cultural principals in dispute 
resolution.58 War Child Canada as well as Oxfam and FIDA Uganda also initiated 
community awareness programmes, in which chiefs were partners. The FIDA-Ker Kwaro 
programe was specifically concerned with the promotion of women's right through 
culture. For example, FIDA guided KKA in identifying cultural practices that on the one 
hand infringe on constitutionally provided rights of women that needed to be 
abandoned, and on the other hand those which uphold women's rights that needed to be 
maintained.  
This external empowerment was a key driver behind the more structural and institutional 
re-emerging of customary authority in northern Uganda. KKA occupied a key position 
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56 KKA staff, Gulu, August 2016; Koro community member, Koro, August 2016. 
57 ACORD staff, Gulu, July 2016; JRP staff, Koro, December 2017; GWED-G staff, Gulu, July 2016; Director 
World Vision, Gulu, September 2016.  
58 Supporting information from interview with two staff members at KKA, Gulu 2016. 
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in this process of institutionalisation. Where customary authority used to be embodied in 
the individual chiefs representing the different clans throughout Acholiland, customary 
authority now became mainly represented by KKA, an institution with its proper 
administration and centralised leadership.  
4.4.1. Ker Kwaro Acholi, The Customary Institution 
KKA emerged through the post-conflict phases as a major development broker for 
various international agents involved in post-conflict reconstruction. Apart from being 
recognised by external donors as well as the Ugandan state as a cultural institution, it 
increasingly also was recognised as a development organisation. As both consultants and 
project implementers, KKA was being supported by many international agencies. 
International Alert for instance in 2009 encouraged investors in northern Uganda to 
involve KKA in consultations processes in order to gain access to operate in the region 
(Paine 2014). Many international organisations such as international Alert, United 
Nations Development Fund for Women, (UNIFEM), Oxfam, Caritas and World Vision 
partnered with KKA in diversely themed projects in conflict management, gender and 
development. Throughout the years, KKA has also worked with a long list of bilateral 
donors from the UK, Ireland, the Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark etc. Local NGOs such 
as Acholi religious Leaders Peace Initiative, Justice and Reconciliation Project, NGO 
Forum were also partners.59 Clare Paine (2014) has described how the post-conflict 
development discourse has shaped KKA’s establishment in the region. The European 
Union funded housing infrastructure for KKA offices and housing infrastructure for the 
individual rwodi, an act that was locally perceived as a strategy to reinforce their prestige 
and legitimacy.60 Between 2003 and 2013, KKA positioned itself as a key institution in the 
aid economy. For example, in 2005, the institution was appointed as the main actor in the 
CRCM component (Community Reconciliation and Conflict Management) of the World 
Bank funded NUSAF (Northern Uganda Social Action Fund) programme.   
Their broker position, connecting donors to ‘local communities’, was a powerful position 
for KKA. Connection to KKA was crucial to provide aid and development agencies with 
their needed legitimacy to work in the region. As their strategic partner, external donors 
continuously invested in further empowerment and capacity building of the customary 
institution. Paine (2014) has argued that this process in the end led to the organisation 
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59 KKA staff member, Gulu, August 2016 (see also: Nibbe 2011; Paine 2014).  
60 ACORD staff, Gulu, August 2016; Koro clan elder, Gulu, September 2016. 
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increasingly taking the shape of an NGO. This resonates with the fact that during several 
informal conversations I had with people in the field, people often referred (sometimes 
while joking) to KKA as ‘some sort of NGO’.  
Paine (2014) has described KKA as ‘a new power base’ in Acholi society. Büscher, Ashaba 
and myself (2018) have called it an important body of public authority and have argued 
that the emergence of KKA turned customary authority into an urban-based NGO-like 
institution, with a considerable voice in local governance. Where customary chiefs earlier 
did not engage so much with urban issues as such, this changed with the creation of KKA. 
In Gulu, they for example engage in issues like alcohol abuse or gender-based violence 
(which they perceive as an outcome of urbanisation) by advocating for respecting Acholi 
‘traditional norms and values’.61 In 2016, KKA took the lead in a process eventually 
leading to the voting by Gulu District Council of an ordinance on different measures of 
alcohol restrictions.62 The fact that an increasing number of individual chiefs also started 
to operate from and reside in Gulu town, instead of their respective chiefdoms, can be 
added to this urban character of the cultural institution. However, it would be incorrect 
to argue that beyond KKA itself, this is broadly generalised tendency amongst rwodi, as 
many of them do remain residing and working within their rural communities.  
KKA is a clear illustration of how external humanitarian, peacebuilding and development 
agencies do not only themselves become key actors in local governance, but also work 
through existing actors in their reshaping of the local institutional landscape (Büscher et 
al. 2018). The leadership of KKA has sought, over time, to display an image of a strong 
institution, with multiple competencies and capacities to engage in areas other than 
reconciliation only. In the early years of the cultural institution, the Paramount Chief was 
actively involved in streamlining the institution and its organisation. The process of 
further institutionalisation was characterised by the creation of an Acholi government 
structure (a hierarchy with the Paramount Chief coordinating ‘ministers’, the secretary, 
an executive committee etc.).63 This process of institutionalisation imported many roles 
to non-customary authorities within KKA, for example in the running of the secretariat 
or the organs overseeing external relations and diplomatic affairs. At the time of my 
research, KKA was composed of two bodies: the General Assembly (which includes all 
the 54 clan chiefs who recognised by KKA) and the Executive, which was the decision-
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61 KKA staff member, Gulu, December 2017. 
62 KKA staff member, Gulu, December 2017. 
63 For more details on this internal structure, see Paine (2014).  
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making body. The executive comprised 22 members (the Paramount Chief, two 
representatives from east and west Acholi64, and chiefs selected by the General Assembly. 
The other chiefs were supposed to convene twice every year in the General Assembly to 
discuss issues of common interest in the entire Acholi chieftaincy.65   
4.4.2. Customary Chiefs as Development Brokers 
The institutionalisation of Acholi customary authority was not only the result of a 
deliberate donor policy, but also by the agency of the chiefs themselves. New and 
powerful registers became available to customary chiefs from which to draft their 
authority, but these needed to be translated into mobilising repertoires. First of all, there 
was the Paramount Chief Rwot David Acana who strategically used the emergence of 
KKA as a favorite ‘donor darling’ to emerge as a strong ‘Big Man’ in Acholi society (see 
chapter 7). Paine argued that from the start, KKA deliberately produced its image to be 
well positioned to tap into donor and government funding (Paine 2014). Furthermore, it 
was also important for individual chiefs to remain well connected to the institution 
through which resources and projects were controlled66, although membership to KKA 
was much more important back then than it is today (as will be discussed in the following 
chapters). For the individual rwodi it was beneficial to align oneself to KKA to tap into 
external resources, which were crucial to construct their own, individual authority and 
legitimacy. Not only because a rwot is supposed to have sufficient ‘standing’, but also 
eventually to be able to further redistribute these resources through patron-client 
relations in ways that grants them prestige and legitimacy. A former employee of GUSCO 
mentioned that chiefs regularly offered their services, in a way of seeking for resources 
through the money provided for ‘facilitation’ etc.67 
Trainings and workshops reinforced the position of customary chiefs as development 
brokers, turning them into what Bierschenk et al. (2002) have referred to as ‘masters of 
developmentalist jargon’. They became specialists in the capturing of international aid 
(Lewis & Mosse 2006). As brokers, they also need to function as ‘translators’ between 
different narratives and registers. They especially need to translate the communities' 
needs to the donors, and translate the donor’s language back to the communities (Kappler 
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64 West Acholi is comprised of four districts; Gulu, Amuru, Omoro and Nwoya, while East Acholi 
comprises the four districts of Kitgum, Agago, Pader and Lamwo. 
65 Chief working at KKA at the time as deputy to the Paramount Chief, May 2015. 
66 Key informant, working with JRP, April 2015. 
67 Staff member of GUSCO, Gulu, July 2015. 
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2015; Lewis & Mosse 2006).  The different registers, resources and connections that rwodi 
brokered, were rooted in the past as well as in the present. Their repertoires included 
their ‘royal’ descendance going back to pre-colonial times, their roles in peace 
negotiations, and their knowledge on development agendas. While talking to the rwodi 
themselves during the research, they would often explicitly display to me their 
‘mastering’ of these repertoires by sharing old cultural knowledge that they had inherited 
over generations, knowledge on traditional rituals etc. as well as talking in terms of 
development buzzwords.  
In their position as indispensable brokers, chiefs became influential figures in the post-
conflict intervention landscape. Just like Schiltz and Büscher have demonstrated with 
regards to humanitarian research brokers in Gulu, these brokers are far from passive 
operators and instead actively shape humanitarian discourses and practices. As such, 
they strategically reproduce the particular social order and its dominant registers in 
which they obtain their own privileged provision (Schiltz & Büscher 2016). Customary 
chiefs became specialists in humanitarian narratives on local ‘needs’ and participatory 
solutions of reintegration, reconciliation and other buzzwords within the post-conflict 
reconstruction vocabulary (Cornwall 2007), transformed by the chiefs into mobilising 
repertoires. 
Constantly attending trainings and workshops organised by international and local 
NGOs and being instructed on what roles to take on, chiefs have engaged in all sorts of 
NGO work. During my first field work in 2015, it appeared hard for me to meet chiefs 
individually in their chiefdoms, because they were so ‘busy’; chiefs were constantly in 
hotels discussing NGO activities or being trained. In fact, the first appointment I made 
with chiefs was through a friend, who knew that I could get many chiefs to talk at the 
Kakanyero Hotel in Gulu. Many chiefs had gathered there to attend a workshop 
organised by Advocats Sans Frontières on land and property rights; ownership and 
responsibilities.   
After having been intensely consulted and approached by international donors and 
NGOs, customary chiefs started to position themselves more assertively and use 
extraversion strategies by approaching donor agencies themselves. Chiefs for example 
started engaging in writing and offering talks on issues of traditional justice.68 Part of 
development brokers’ strategies is to valorise their own activities and making themselves 
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68 Rwot of Patiko, Patiko, May 2015. 
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indispensable (Bierschenk et al 2002). Those chiefs involved in the KKA secretariat and 
those within the circle of close allies to the Paramount Chief had an advantaged position 
in this regard. For example, the rwot of Lamogi chiefdom evolved through the ACORD 
process and the creation of KKA as a close ally to the Paramount Chief Acana, becoming 
his deputy. This position enabled him to get direct access to donor connections and 
support. He narrated how he had been working with CARITAS, SAFER WORLD and 
GWED-G (Gulu Women’s Economic Development and Globalisation) and how, until 
today, he has been approaching several NGOs to fund community projects (community 
trainings on environment and reconciliation ceremonies) in his chiefdom.69 
4.4.3. Legitimacy: A Difficult Balance 
Lund posits that ‘the exercise of authority is intimately linked to the legitimacy of the 
particular institution. Not only in the sense that an institution has to be legitimate to 
exercise of authority, but especially because the exercise of authority also involves a 
specific claim to legitimacy’ (Lund 2006, 20-21). The processes of institutionalisation of 
customary authority through the donor-driven peacebuilding process in northern 
Uganda has had complex outcomes in terms of rwodi’s legitimacy. Although their broker 
position ‘worked’ in two ways, the status they obtained from this position was 
unbalanced, and mainly to be situated at the donor-end. In general, the process boosted 
their ‘external’ or ‘outward’ or ‘upward’ legitimacy (as a respected institution in the eyes 
of the ‘outside’ actors) but affected their ‘internal’ or ‘inward’ or ‘downward’ legitimacy 
(as an alienated, westernised institution in the eyes of the ‘inside’ actors). This ambiguity 
is the ‘tragedy’ Kyed & Buur (2007) refer to: it is precisely this inward legitimacy, on 
which their outward legitimacy is based on for the external actors to work with them in 
the first place! (Mapedza 2007; Kyed & Buur 2007). This is the general tendency, but of 
course reality is not entirely black and white, and in between there are also shades of 
grey.  
To the external actors, customary authority had transformed into a workable NGO format 
to become one of their key partners in the region. Through attending NGO trainings, 
rwodi had become international consultants on matters of traditional justice, human rights 
and development.  To the internal actors or the community members or clan members, 
this transformation of customary authority and the repositioning of chiefs was 
problematic in several ways. Where initially the performed traditional justice rituals had 
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69 Rwot of Lamogi, Gulu, August 2016. 
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given chiefs new prestige after the war, the contested character of the rituals and the 
whole procedure (cf. infra) already tempered this prestige. The further process of NGO-
isation had a negative effect on the status of rwodi within their own clans. First of all, 
many clan members contested KKA as representative institution of customary authority 
(as also several rwodi did, see the following chapters). Paine (2014) has described in detail 
how from the start, the creation of KKA was a heavily contested process. Also during my 
fieldwork, it was clear that KKA still is perceived by many as a largely ‘artificial’ creation.  
As one clan elder stated:  
“Ker Kwaro is an NGO just like any other. The Paramount Chief acts like a king 
who can rule over Acholi chiefdoms, while he is not a king, we don't have that 
thing here. The secretary is taking all support that is supposed to be to the benefit 
of the community.”70 
But not only was the institution’s legitimacy questioned, also the legitimacy of individual 
rwodi was strongly challenged throughout the process. While discussing this in the field, 
different topics always returned: the issues of ‘distance’, donor dependency and 
corruption. First of all, chiefdom members perceive a process of alienation of rwodi from 
their ‘bases’, whereby chiefs have distanced themselves too much from their own 
communities by their involvement with donor-driven agendas. An often heard concern 
is that the trainings organised by international and local NGO partners keep them 
occupied and they no longer have time to conduct their traditional chiefly duties. As we 
will observe later on in chapter 7 and 8, this has particularly been the case for the case-
studies that I have chosen to develop in further detail to this regard. One community 
member who was very positively speaking about the chief of her proper chiefdom stated: 
“He remains inside the community, instead of being abroad for trainings, 
workshops and to spend his days in KKA offices in Gulu.”71 
Contrasting to the increased institutionalisation and urbanisation of customary authority, 
community members very much continue to attach customary authority to the 
‘community’, the clan and the ‘village’. Chiefs being part of KKA in Gulu were thus 
sometimes perceived seen as being ‘corrupt’, this corruption is referring to several things. 
It refers to the dependency of chiefs on NGO-support, it refers to corruption scandals 
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70 Clan elder of Pageya chiefdom, Gulu, December 2017. 
71 Focus Group Discussion with elders of Koro chiefdom, Gulu, December 2017. 
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within KKA (see chapter 5) and it also refers to the general disinterest and disengagement 
of chiefs with their communities ‘back home’ in the villages. The following quote from 
an interview with a priest further reveals the complex position of customary chiefs 
between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’.  
“Ker Kwaro’s image of an NGO somehow contradicts the traditional ways of living 
the chiefs are advocating for (…) It is supposed to be about tradition and culture, 
but apart from their traditional clothing nothing in the secretary looks like 
traditional. It is bureaucratic. Their modern houses do not have shrines 
anymore.”72 
Chiefs becoming ‘corrupted’ also refers to the increased ‘westernisation’ of customary 
authority. Some of the ‘outsider’ ideas that traditional leaders are trained into acceptance, 
are believed to be in contrast to what their traditions and cultures uphold, and to 
contradict their positions as defenders of traditional values.73 From an interview with an 
elder, he referred to rwodi as: 
“...they are always moving from hotel to hotel for NGOs meetings. The chiefs do 
not believe in their authority, they believe in NGOs. They are full of ideas pumped 
into them by NGOs".74  
Branch has noted that ‘whites and their money are seen as promoting dependency among 
the Acholi, turning Acholi against Acholi within the NGO job market and creating a new 
breed of Acholi matar, or ‘white Acholi’’ (Branch 2014: p. 612). Some of the ‘new’ chiefly 
roles are locally sometimes perceived as contradicting ‘original’ Acholi traditional views, 
such as their trainings with regards to Western concepts of human rights, women 
emancipation, etc. Some clan elders outside the leadership circles did not approve of this 
‘change of tradition’. They feel chiefs are absconding their roles and embracing 
‘inappropriate’ ideas that are eluding the society of their values.75 The image of rwodi 
becoming too much donor dependent for their livelihoods and their status reinforced a 
negative feeling amongst clan members. Foreign agencies are accused of paying people 
sitting allowances to participate in workshops and sensitisations, a practice that has 
corrupted the traditional Acholi practice further (Branch 2014). In the eyes of the 
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72 Catholic Priest, Gulu, June 2015. 
73 Catholic Priest, Gulu, June 2015. 
74 Elder of Koro chiefdom, Koro, June 2015. 
75 Elder Gulu, June 2015. 
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community members, the chief’s position as a ‘development broker’ is only resulting in 
increased legitimacy if the chief in the end is able to channel the extracted resources into 
its community. Yet, clan members sometimes suspect their ‘leaders’ to only act on behalf 
of their own interest, and thus feel further abandoned. As such, rwodi are suspected of 
not playing their brokerage position ‘right’ and only use it for their own profit. Their 
access to donor funding is often regarded as nothing more than a profitable business for 
themselves.76   
“Many chiefs became corrupt with KKA. They spend their days in the office in 
Gulu, they eat donor’s money, but this money does not come to the community.”77 
Other studies also refer to similar criticism expressed by community members on their 
chiefs being ‘absentee’ rwodi (Atkinson et. Al. 2017 p. 29). This also reminds us of the 
discussions in the theoretical debates of the legitimacy of the ‘local’ as representing their 
‘communities’ (Lundy 2009). The knowledge and the resources the chiefs get from the 
many trainings they attend does not transcend the venue of the training according to 
many of my respondents.78 Corruption has an additional connotation in the sense that 
according to Branch, ‘foreign and state sponsorship of traditional authority has provided 
supposed chiefs with the opportunity to grab land and enrich themselves under the 
mantle of KKA (Branch 2014. p. 612). In the next chapter we will further elaborate on 
these kinds of corruption scandals.  
4.5. Conclusion   
This discussion on legitimacy resonates with old discussions on the possibilities and 
pitfalls of ‘local ownership’ in peacebuilding (Hughes et al. 2015; Donais 2009). Pouligny 
(2005) rightly pointed out the challenges that traditional leaders face on ‘how to maintain 
your contacts and roots and actual interaction with ‘your base’ while the international 
sphere transforms you (the way you talk, the systems of reference you use, the way you 
arrange your agenda, etc.) –whether you desire it or not – and takes up most of your time. 
Many feel that, at some point, they must choose between the two’ (Pouligny 2005, p.504). 
Whatever their choice, there are losses and gains and for some traditional leaders in 
northern Uganda, local support was exchanged for external support. This had, amongst 
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76 Clan elder of Koro, in Koro, June 2015. 
77 Focus group discussion with elders of Pageya chiefdom, Koro, December 2017. 
78 Two elders, Koro and Gulu respectively, April, 2015, Informal conversations April-June, 2015. 
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other things, an impact on chiefs’ ‘entourage’ or the people surrounding him in his daily 
functions and tasks. KKA colleagues or NGO staff in some cases almost seem to have 
replaced the clan elders in being the chiefs’ ‘closest’ actors (cf. the next chapter). 
This chapter focused on the boost of Acholi customary authority through peacebuilding 
interventions by analysing the relations between rwodi and external actors during and 
right after the conflict. It has demonstrated that their brokerage position offered them a 
strategic position in the political (early) post-conflict area. This arena, which is a complex 
encounter between the local and the global and diverging actors and agendas, shaped 
customary authority but at the same time, rwodi shaped the arena by carving out their 
own political space. The identifying and evolution of the ‘local’ was as such the outcome 
of different forms of agency by different actors, and redefined the power relationships 
between these different actors on the ground (Mac Ginty 2005; Leonardsson & Rud 2015). 
The rwotship that emerged in this new political arena of post-conflict Acholiland was 
shaped within new registers, yet sometimes building on older, historical ones (such as 
providing social harmony and stability). Their historic repertoires, practices and symbolic 
resources were given new importance in the context of the ‘local turn’ in peacebuilding. 
Some dynamics remind us of past processes in Acholi chieftaincy history, as there seem 
to be parallel tendencies comparing the institutionalisation of customary authority into 
KKA with the institutionalisation of customary chiefs into a colonial government actor. 
Just as was the case in the pre-colonial and colonial periods, in interaction with external 
actors, the transformation of customary authority was not ‘imposed’ by these external 
actors (Albrecht 2017). It is clear that customary authority and rwotship, as it emerged 
from the humanitarian and peacebuilding context in northern Uganda was the result of 
a process of co-production. Yes, KKA was a created customary ‘product’, strongly shaped 
by ‘foreign desires’ (Hviding 2003) but at the same time, it was also locally shaped, 
reshaped, imagined and reimagined.  
This new position within the political arena offered them opportunities for social, 
political and economic mobility. Branch (2010) argued in a critical observation on 
customary leaders, that rwodi felt the need to compensate for the upsurge of authority of 
women and youth because of the humanitarian aid. However, we have to be aware not 
to over-state the agency and navigation strategies of chiefs; for many, it was also just the 
only available option to (re) construct some sort of livelihood and income, ‘they were also 
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just adjusting to the current situation to remain’.79 Chiefs may be accused of ‘eating’ the 
donor money themselves, some chiefs responded that these offered meals and allowances 
were their only way of earning a living.  
Finally, this chapter has mainly focused on rwodi’s broker position between the external 
donors and the communities, but the Ugandan state can never be left out of the story. The 
way in which the transformation of customary authority impacted their relation with the 
Ugandan state is complex, and will be further dealt with in the following chapters. 
During the war, traditional leaders’ authority and legitimacy was to a certain extent 
linked to the fact that people felt completely abandoned and betrayed by the government. 
Given the involvement of the government itself in the violence during the war, the 
regime’s legitimacy was extremely low in the region. Customary authorities explicitly 
distanced themselves from the state and from politics, and it was this non-political ‘label’ 
that was key to the international donor support, and provided chiefs with necessary 
credibility.  
Although customary leaders were known to take very critical positions towards the 
government, the regime succeeded in holding a grip on the external actors’ involvement 
northern Uganda (Perrot 2010), as well as on the institutionalisation of customary 
authority. For example the creation of KKA has been interpreted by some as not only an 
outcome of donor-interventions but by an effort of the Ugandan state as well, to bring 
customary authority under their control (Paine 2014).80 The process of institutionalisation 
of customary authority organised in a hierarchical and centralised way may on the one 
hand raise the potential of KKA becoming a key political actor in the region, but the real 
political potential of this institution (becoming for example a threat to the regime by its 
mobilising potential) can largely be neutralised by integrating the hierarchical structure 
into clientelist networks. This patronage relationship between KKA and the Ugandan 
state became even more visible from the moment donors started to pull out and the 
customary institution had to reach out to the state for its own survival, as will be 
discussed in the next chapter.  
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79 KKA prime minister, Gulu, June 2015.  
80 Spokesperson of Pageya chiefdom, Gulu, December 2017.  
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Chapter 5. Customary Authority after – Aid: 
Institutional Crisis and its Effects 
 
5.1. Introduction: Changing Aid Landscapes Northern Uganda 
Today, Gulu is full of talk about NGO’s closing their doors and leaving northern Uganda. 
Some people who have worked for a long time in the humanitarian system talk about a 
‘crisis’. Acholiland is experiencing a withdrawal of international humanitarian and 
peacebuilding agencies. Yes, Gulu is still an NGO town, but something is changing, as 
many humanitarian organisations have pulled out of the region.  
More than ten years after the LRA conflict ended in northern Uganda, the period of 
humanitarian aid has largely come to an end. IDP camps have been closed down for some 
time now, returnees have been going through their reintegration programmes. Although 
it is clear that this reintegration process is still very challenging, the humanitarian 
registers described by for example Nibbe (2011) and Branch (2011) that were dominant 
until very recently have now been replaced by new narratives. From humanitarian and 
peacebuilding, focus now lies on development. This development agenda is felt in Gulu 
today, for example in the discourses of sustainable development or World Bank 
investment projects. An example of is this is the World Bank funded, large-scale 
infrastructural urbanisation project, turning Gulu town into the ‘Northern Capital’. In the 
narratives around this urban development programme, there is an emphasis on a ‘break’ 
with the ‘past’, leaving behind the ‘old’ notions of ‘crisis, suffering and vulnerability’ and 
replacing them by projections of ‘modernity, progression and development’ (Büscher et 
al. 2018).  
This development agenda is not only characterised by the strong position of big players 
such as World Bank, but also by the even stronger role of the Ugandan state. This 
transition of foreign aid from humanitarian assistance to post conflict reconstruction and 
later development, was partly politically steered by the Ugandan government, in an 
attempt to regain control over the region. In a recent study, Sande Lie (2017) has argued 
that Museveni gradually reframed the situation in northern Uganda as a phase of 
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‘recovery’ instead of ‘crisis’ in order to reorient donor support into government-led 
reconstruction programmes. This has been a gradual process, by which the Ugandan 
regime has been reinforcing its control on external aid- and now development 
interventions. Through the shift from humanitarian to urban development narratives, the 
Ugandan state thus further reclaims full control and authority over northern Uganda, by 
positioning itself as a key actor of public authority in the post-post conflict political arena. 
In 2010, the UN Office of Humanitarian Affairs decided that from 2011 onwards, the 
Consolidated Appeals Process (CAP)81 was no longer necessary for Uganda.82 Instead, 
the Humanitarian Country Team proposed funding to the government’s Peace Recovery 
and Development Plan (PRDP). The PRDP programme is the government coordinated 
framework through which development support is channelled to northern Uganda. Its 
first phase ran from 2008 to 2012, its second phase from 2012 to 2015, its third phase was 
initiated in 2015 to run until 2019. Gradually, NGO’s adapted to this transition by 
reorienting their own activities towards the new development focus of the PRDP. 
However, big corruption scandals within the PRDP programme in 2012 led to the 
departure of a number of donors (Golooba-Mutebi 2012).83 The corruption included 
fraudulent activities such as direct withdrawal of funds or transfer onto individual 
accounts, purchase of expensive vehicles, dubious contract awards etc. For instance, in a 
period of two years, the audit found that UGX 35 billion (approx. $9,311,925) had been 
transferred onto personal accounts of staff within the office of the prime minister.84  
Countries such as, Britain, Denmark, the EU, Germany, Ireland, Norway, and Sweden 
suspended their budget support for PRDP.85 
Other dynamics further influenced the significant fall in the number of aid organisations 
in northern Uganda, especially from 2013-14 onwards. The global financial crisis led to 
budget cuts in aid, and organisations operational on the ground had trouble accessing 
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81CAP is a programme cycle for aid organisations to plan, coordinate, fund, implement, and monitor their 
response to disasters and emergencies, in consultation with governments. See: 
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/consolidated-appeals-process-cap.  
82 UNOCHA, 'Humanitarian Profile for Uganda'.  
83 http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/oped/comment/Donors-discover-Uganda-corruption-/434750-
1649704-79byuz/index.html. 
84 http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/How+OPM+staff+stole+from+the+poor/-
/688334/1598494/-/11a29l5/-/index.html. See also: https://foreignpolicy.com/2012/10/31/another-
case-of-high-level-corruption-in-uganda/.  
85 Interview communication staff of NGO Forum (Gulu, July 2015); see also Sande Lie (2017). and 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2012/10/31/another-case-of-high-level-corruption-in-uganda/. 
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international funds as they used to before. As international aid had become a main 
resource in national patronage networks and personal power networks of Museveni 
himself (Mwenda & Tangri 2005, Bareebe & Titeca 2013), these networks were now under 
pressure.  
 
Another reason behind the pull out of donors was the shrinking international legitimacy 
of President Museveni. His increasing authoritarian attitude and anti-western populism 
has impacted the relations between the regime and its international donor allies. With 
Museveni's NRM party’s continued ideological disposition donors lost interest in 
supporting it. Compared to Rwanda and Ethiopia (both referred to as authoritarian 
regimes, which have the same geopolitical stand as Uganda being key allies with United 
States and United Kingdom) Uganda's reduced progress prompted reduction in its share 
of aid while the other two countries capitalised on the ideological visions of state-led 
development, to continue attracting donor funds (Hagmann & Reyntjens 2016). ‘Once 
regarded as an example of enlightened African leadership, Uganda's president, Yoweri 
Museveni, is currently something of an international pariah’, read Martin Plaut’s post on 
the Guardian Global development.86 This needs to be contextualised within the decision 
of countries to cut aid to Uganda after Museveni signed the ‘Anti-Gay’ bill into Law in 
2014.87 
In the particular context of northern Uganda, there has been another factor which 
impacted the situation. The South Sudanese civil war that that started at the end of 2013, 
has also pulled many humanitarian organisations out of Gulu, into the centre of the ‘new’ 
humanitarian emergency in Juba, South Sudan. Many people I talked to during my 
fieldwork cite this as a key reason behind the exit of many NGOs. 
These changes had a strong impact on the local setting, in social, economic, spatial and 
political terms (Büscher et al. 2018), and in particular given the context of the NGO-isation 
process, as described in chapter 4. In 2010, NGO Forum-Gulu had a membership of 120 
organisations, while at the time of fieldwork, there were about 60 organisations and only 
about 40-45 are still active and operational.88 Examples of NGO’s that had been very 
active in Gulu and now closed their doors in Gulu are: War Child, American Refugee 
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86 https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2014/feb/25/uganda-donors-cut-aid-anti-gay-
law  
  87https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2014/feb/25/uganda-donors-cut-aid-anti-gay-
law  
88 Director NGO Forum, Gulu, August 2016, + supporting documents from NGO Forum. 
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Committee, Invisible Children, and Medcins Sans Frontières (MSF). Many international 
agencies that are still present in Gulu have drastically scaled down in their activities and 
local NGOs increasingly fail to attract donor funding. One concrete example is USAID, 
whose budgets cuts led to the closing down of NGO programmes such as Development 
of Enhanced Local Governance, Infrastructure, and Livelihoods (NUDIEL); Northern 
Uganda Malaria, AIDS and Tuberculosis Programme (NUMAT) and Northern Uganda - 
Health integration to Enhance Services (NU-HITES).  
With the shrinking of the ‘humanitarian economy’, especially in Gulu, former Ugandan 
aid workers have moved to emergency situations like South Sudan and those parts of 
Uganda with high refugee concentrations.89 For example: American Refugee Council 
(ARC) drastically scaled down and is now operating mainly in refugee settlements in 
Kiryandongo, Adjumani and Rhino camp in Arua. The Danish Refugee Council (DRC) 
left Gulu and is currently operating in Pader and Kitgum. UNHCR also ended operations 
in northern Uganda and moved to Adjumani in West Nile to deal with refugees from 
South Sudan.90 Those organisations that stayed (such as World Vision, for example) 
drastically reduced their activities. In this context, many NGO employees became jobless 
and tried to find a new job in other sectors such as with telecom companies or in 
government administration.91 Some people explained how they somehow understand 
this, as ‘humanitarian agencies follow humanitarian crises’, and their actions are 
‘temporary’ in nature. For others, however, the departure of NGO’s came suddenly. As 
a result of a long history of proliferation of aid agencies in a context of general state 
absence, service delivery became heavily dependent on external actors. Together with 
Karen Büscher and Ivan Ashaba, we have documented in detail how it has for example 
impacted the situation in schools, where NGO-sponsored children suddenly ended up 
without a scholarship. The educational sector in Gulu had a hard time coping with this 
exit (Büscher et al. 2018).  
In this chapter, we will investigate how customary authority and the position and role of 
rwodi has further evolved in this changing setting or political arena. With decreasing 
international aid in peacebuilding projects in northern Uganda, customary chiefs 
witnessed a serious challenge. On an individual level, their brokerage livelihoods came 
under pressure because registers and the resources connected to them to access and 
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89 Program coordinator NGO Forum, Gulu, August 2016,  
90 Civil society employee Nwoya, September 2016. 
91 Former NGO employee Gulu, August 2016. 
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redistribute were unavailable. On the institutional level, KKA gradually experienced a 
dwindling relevance and authority, because the main registers and repertoires it had 
mobilised to build its legitimacy and power position became largely irrelevant. Not only 
did the register on ‘bringing stability and peace’ within which they had crafted their 
authority position lose its immediate relevance, more importantly, without donor 
funding it was hard to continue their operations, maintain their patronage position and 
keep their status and prestige. The decrease in donor-funding reduced rwodi’s access to 
external resources and their ability to ‘capture’ external aid.  
5.2. Donor Exit: ‘Extraversion Etrategies’ Under Pressure 
The effects on the shifting aid landscape in northern Uganda and the pull out of many 
NGOs can be analysed using the theory of aid volatility and donor dependency (see for 
example Desai & Kharas 2011; Arellano et al. 2009). Especially humanitarian aid is 
volatile, since it is supposed to be limited in time (Hudson 2014; Weiss 2018). The sad 
situation of children in northern Uganda now having to leave school because donor 
funding to sponsor their scholarship ended suddenly, is indeed an indication that there 
was no long-term follow up strategy. Many NGO approaches in northern Uganda have 
been based on similar short-term visions, depending on donors that did not develop what 
is called an ‘exit strategy’. We notice that the literature of the dependency relation 
between civil society organisations or governance institutions on aid is very normative, 
focusing on effects in terms of ‘good’ or ‘bad’ governance (see for example Batley & 
Mcloughlin 2010). More interesting is the literature that analyses the issue of patronage 
that emerges from the asymmetric nature of relationships between external aid providers 
and their ‘local partners’ (Pouligny 2009).  
More than using the literature of civil society’s donor dependency in Uganda (Moss et al. 
2006), or the normative literature in the relation between aid and governance (Bräutigam) 
2004, we have to analyse the situation in the broader context of aid and patronage politics 
in Uganda. Andrew Mwenda and Rogers Tangri offer us useful insights in the role of aid 
in the consolidation of Museveni’s regime and its clientelist power mechanisms (Mwenda 
2006; Mwenda & Tangri 2005). The work of Branch (2011, 2008) has well explained the 
relation between humanitarian aid in northern Uganda and the Ugandan government.  
There have been many academic debates on the impact of (humanitarian) aid on 
institutions and governance (Bräutigam & Knack 2004), but very little on the impact of 
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aid withdrawal in this respect (Pallas & Nguyen 2018). With regards to the effects of aid 
on the role of customary actors in local governance, this tendency can indeed be observed. 
The literature on chiefs as development brokers (see chapter 4) has helped us to explain 
what happened with Acholi chiefs in the post-conflict period. But compared to the wider 
literature (Oomen 2005; Williams 2010), in northern Uganda the chiefs emerged to a large 
extent as ‘humanitarian’ brokers, and although the dynamics are the same, the actors of 
which they ‘capture aid’ have been less stable. The effect has been a crisis in this system 
of ‘capturing aid’.  
What some would describe in terms of donor dependency, can also be understood in 
more dynamic terms of ‘extraversion’ (Bayart 2000; Hagmann 2016), by which customary 
chiefs in post-conflict northern Uganda managed to turn their dependency on 
humanitarian, peacebuilding and development aid into a strategic resource. As explained 
in the theoretical framework in chapter 1, Bayart’s notion of ‘extraversion’ refers to the 
deliberate agency of African actors in creating and maintaining dependency on external 
actors, in this case humanitarian and aid agencies. Customary chiefs in post-conflict 
northern Uganda managed to turn their aid-dependency into a strategic resource. Yet, 
the post-post conflict arena and shifting position of dominant governance actors 
undermined these extraversion mechanisms. The economy of donor-driven post-conflict 
interventions has passed its peak and humanitarian and peacebuilding donor agencies 
increasingly become disinterested in the region. The external resources (in the form of for 
instance NGO trainings and public stages to exercise their authority such as ceremonies 
and rituals) on which customary chiefs built their strategic relation of dependency dried 
up. 
Similar to Ibreck & Pendle’s observations on the roles of customary chiefs under the UN 
regime in South Sudan, the adaptation strategies of rwodi to ‘changing regimes’ reveals 
how their authority rests on an ambiguous, hybrid and dynamic combination of support 
from the community and support from donors (Ibreck & Pendle 2016). In what follows, 
we will discuss the outcome of this crisis of extraversion mechanisms on Acholi 
customary authority.  
5.3. KKA and the Institutional Breakdown of Customary Authority  
In the former chapter, we have shown that KKA occupied a crucial position in 
international resource mobilisation for customary authorities. These resources took the 
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form of funds, knowledge and skills: financial support, technical support, programme 
development, capacity building through trainings and workshops among others.92 For 
example organisations such as USAID-safe, USAID-spring, CARE, Gulu University and 
ACORD sponsored activities, but also sometimes gave donations to the institution.93 
GUSCO for example provided them materials for reconciliation rituals such as eggs, goats 
and transport facilitation.94  
KKA also channelled information unto individual chiefs. Calls for projects from donors 
and NGOs would only reach the rwodi through the institution.95  Although the KKA staff 
would not describe their institution as an NGO, externally they increasingly were seen as 
such as I have described earlier. As any other local NGO in northern Uganda, they 
adopted their structure to be able to connect to international support networks. And as 
any other NGO, they became almost entirely dependent on these support networks for 
their activities. When talking to the KKA staff, they nowadays describe these (past) 
collaborations in terms of dependency. According to one of them: 
“The rwodi did not develop internal systems of sustaining themselves, so when 
donors left, everything collapsed”.96  
'When donors left' did not happen overnight ofcourse, but gradually KKA felt the 
dwindling interest of external partners. Humanitarian actors leaving the area, however, 
does not entirely explain the withdrawal of external support to KKA. Additional to the 
closing down of NGO offices in Gulu, some remaining donors also ended their 
collaboration with KKA after it came into disrepute for the mismanagement of funds. 
After several donors were increasingly frustrated over KKA’s lack of financial 
accountability, in 2014 a series of corruption scandals caused a sudden disengagement 
from international NGOs and embassies.97 At a certain point, the Paramount Chief was 
even being asked by the Embassy of the Netherlands to refund the sum of 230 million 
shillings (approx. USD. 60,832) that had been donated to KKA by Democratic Governance 
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92 ACORD staff, Layibi, July 2016, JRP staff, Gulu, July 2016, GWED-G- staff, Gulu, September 2016, 
Director world Vision, Gulu, September 2016.  
93 KKA staff Gulu, August 2016. 
94 GUSCO staff, Gulu, April 2015. 
95 Staff KKA, Gulu, August 2016. 
96 KKA Prime Minister Gulu, July 2016. 
97 NGO Forum staff member, Gulu, July 2016; Interview KKA staff member, Gulu, September 2016); Two 
rwodi (anonymous), July 2016 and August 2016. 
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Facility (a consortium of different international donors).98 The prime minister who was 
in charge back then resigned.99 The UGX 230 million that could not be accounted for has 
till now, haunted the institution.100 According to a staff member at KKA, influential ‘anti-
KKA’ persons within the region continue to make reference to it, many years later in 
order to deter potential donors from engaging with the institution.101 These events had 
huge effects on the public image and integrity of KKA, of which the effects are still felt 
today. I was told how the withdrawal of support from embassies and international 
donors also discouraged local NGOs from working with them. Due to the scandals that 
haunted the public image of the institution, being association with them would not look 
good at all.102 
It became very hard for KKA to attract new funding, with different factors now coming 
together: the dominant narratives and registers on the basis of which KKA had 
legitimised its role and practices and had constructed its position and image were no 
longer valid; available funds were shrinking; and additionally, their credibility had now 
gone down completely. 
With resources no longer coming in, KKA failed to remunerate its staff.103 Previously, 
staff remuneration would be paid by funds from organisations such as DGF. The 
partnership with DGF was suspended in 2012. Notably, the loss was significant: DGF had 
earmarked UGX 1.3 billion (Approx. $343,685) to support KKA in conflict resolution and 
peacebuilding projects.104 In effect of the ending of staff payment, many of the staff quit 
and those presently working there, do it on voluntary basis. The time when my research 
started, KKA was not the same cultural institution anymore as the one described by for 
example Clare Paine (2014). The KKA secretary was found many times empty, with no-
one around, leaving the impression of an institution that was not very actively 
operational. The council of chiefs stopped coming together to meet and discuss. During 
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98 http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Acholi-king-in-trouble-over-Shs230m-donor-
fund/688334-2095108-qf6gwiz/index.html (accessed March 2, 2018), see also: 
https://ugandaradionetwork.com/story/acholi-prime-minister-resigns-over-donor-cash (accessed 
September 2018). 
99 https://ugandaradionetwork.com/story/acholi-prime-minister-resigns-over-donor-cash.     
100 KKA staff member Gulu, December 2017. 
101 KKA staff member, Gulu, December, 2017. 
102 Informal discussion with staff member local NGO Gulu, September 2016.  
103 Several interviews with KKA staff members, Gulu, 2016-2018. 
104 http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Acholi-king-in-trouble-over-Shs230m-donor-
fund/688334-2095108-qf6gwiz/index.html  
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the entire period of my research, there had not been any meeting for the council of elders, 
although I was told they should normally take place at least twice a year. These were all 
signs that KKA was really crippled. 
The main activity currently taking place at KKA is the traditional conflict mediation 
gatherings that resolve disputes brought by individuals or families from the different 
chiefdoms in the region. These disputes include among other things; land wrangles, 
witchcraft allegations, spiritual attacks and domestic violence. To remain functional and 
to make ends meet now KKA imposes a fee of UGX 60,000 (approx. US $17) on those 
people involved in the cases. According to the KKA members themselves, this fee (which 
was only recently introduced) is not sufficient to run the institution and as such the 
institution largely runs on voluntary engagement since funding ceased around 2014.105  
For most rwodi who had been working with KKA, this collaboration was not interesting 
anymore, besides those who were close to the Paramount Chief himself (cf. chapter 7). As 
such, the authority of the chiefs not only dwindled because of not being able to 
redistribute funds, but also by the fact that KKA was simply not able to provide its core 
services anymore. So, community members largely eliminated it from their service 
providers retaining NGOs and government institutions. KKA offered them no symbolic 
nor financial resources anymore. Most rwodi increasingly focused on their private jobs as 
their main base of income, and as I will explain later in chapter 8, they engaged in several 
combined income-generating activities. 
The state of the KKA building is bad, with no funds available to renovate it. A local 
Community Based Organisation, Pathways to Peace (involved in the integration of 
returnees, engages KKA in the distribution of packages to returnees) decided to help to 
renovate it in December 2017, after one of the returnees had witnessed and commented 
on the state of the ceiling that was almost collapsing. The NGO managed to obtain funds 
from the US Department of State Bureau of Conflict and stabilisation Operations.106  
The institutional breakdown also manifested in the total fragmentation of KKA. Staff left 
because they were no longer paid, but also more and more chiefs started to dissociate 
from the institution. The council of chiefs fell apart. There was swelling criticism amongst 
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105 KKA staff members, Gulu, August 2016. 
106 Director Pathways to Peace, Gulu January 2018. 
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the public opinion107 from those within and out of the Acholi region. Internal contestation 
amongst rwodi towards KKA and its Paramount Chief has been discussed in chapter 4.  
Some chief's talk about having felt exploited, misrepresented and not appreciated by the 
NGOs, who use their knowledge and expertise all the time. A case in point is of one rwot 
who felt exploited by Cross Cultural Foundation, Uganda (CCFU). Upon receiving a copy 
of the CCFU handbooks that were written after consultation, the chief felt that his ideas 
had been misrepresented and he wasn’t given due recognition. Greater recognition was 
given to other individuals whose contribution was very minimal. Further, chiefs felt that 
their ideas were misrepresented or even ignored from the outcomes of their engagement 
with NGOs.108 But mostly they abominate the fact that due to financial constraints and 
the need for support, they always have to stick around the donors, even when it goes 
against their personal principles and cultural expectations.109  
The dwindling financial resources and corruption scandals further eroded his position. 
This made some rwodi explicitly distance themselves from the institution. In fact, as much 
as KKA used to represent rwodi the stage to re-enter the scene of public authority, now it 
has become the opposite: by now distancing themselves from KKA, chiefs identified 
themselves as ‘true’ cultural leaders. By isolating themselves from KKA and by explicitly 
referring to the institution as corrupt and badly managed, those chiefs profile themselves 
as the ‘true’ alternatives who are ‘deeply rooted within their communities’.110  
5.4. Upward vs Downward Accountability  
The ‘crisis’ of KKA was often framed by people inside and outside the institution as an 
issue of accountability. Paine already mentioned KKA’s need to provide ‘accountability’ 
towards its funders (just like any other NGO), which was not in line with the character 
of rwodi like ‘kings’, who are ‘too proud’ to provide transparency and accountability 
(Paine 2014). Also, other literature has pointed at this problematic notion of 
‘accountability of customary authority’ (Mapedza, 2007). The prime minister of KKA 
stated that it was this kind external demand for accountability, which had eventually 
ruined the relationship with the external donors: 
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107 Criticism was found not only in several talks with people but also on radio and newspapers 
108 Rwot Latim, December 2017. 
109 Rwot Adek, Mican village in Bardege, December 2017. 
110 Informal talk Rwot of Pawel, Loyo boo, December 2017. 
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“We made a strategic mistake when they turned the cultural institution into an 
NGO-like organisation. We lost track of core mandates, got new masters as donors 
or whoever they are. When these masters started to demand, that is where trouble 
started. Demanding for accountability from a chief… this relationship almost 
destroyed the institution. All the corruption scandals were because of the strategic 
mistake that was made”.111 
KKA staff members explained to me in 2016 that in order to not repeat this mistake, the 
institution from then on would not work with donors without clear prior negotiations.112 
KKA’s narrative on the crisis is framed in terms of the ‘paternalistic’ behaviour of donors, 
and their style of distributing aid without ensuring ‘real’ participatory collaboration with 
the cultural institution in as far as decision making is concerned. For instance, the deputy 
prime minister said: 
"They used the human resources of KKA as participants not so much as partners… 
most of the agencies approached the institution from the negative, to answer a 
community question”.113  
Much of KKA’s power, recognition and authority was based on this upward 
accountability. As already suggested in chapter 4, this has come at the expense of 
legitimacy from the chiefs’ basis, their own communities. Those chiefs that were very 
active in NGO work and that for example spend more time in Gulu town than in their 
own villages (which is the case of some of the chiefs I will focus on in chapter 8) had 
gradually changed their entourage. These chiefs were no longer surrounded by their clan 
elders or ladit, or other customary actors like the ajwaka or traditional healers, but instead 
were surrounded by NGO staff, policy makers, journalists, researchers and sometimes 
politicians.114 While this new entourage also generated respect, the alienation from their 
historical customary entourage at the same time weakened claims to symbolic resources 
such as cosmological knowledge and to registers of morality and customary wisdom. It 
has to be noted here as well that some chiefs that had been installed through the ACORD 
process or that had joined KKA later, were not part of the historic royal lineage and could 
as such not rely on these powerful resources situated in the past. 
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111 KKA prime minister, Gulu, January 2018. 
112 Two staff members of Ker Kwaro, Gulu, August 2016. 
113 Deputy Prime Minister, Gulu, August 2016. 
114 Elder in Koro Abili village, August, 2016 
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To balance the moral aspects of rwotship is very important to establish authority and 
legitimacy. As stated by Atkinson (2017), ‘holding a formal leadership position does not 
confer legitimacy and authority by itself; more important is being widely seen within the 
community as fair, trustworthy, and credible’ (p. 16). The literature on the increasing 
recognition by international actors (and the state) of customary authority mentions it has 
created an ambiguity between upward and downward accountability. Tobias Hagmann 
(2007) studied how Ethiopian customary elders, by their engagement in peace-making 
programmes and state sponsored ‘traditionalisation’ granted them new ways of 
recognition, meanwhile failing to account for their responsibilities towards the customary 
elders. Buur & Kyed (2007) also argue that their recognition by external actors run the 
risk of losing downward accountability on which the legitimacy of the customary leaders 
is based. The crisis KKA found itself into was complete, not able to provide upward nor 
downward accountability. In what follows, we will further investigate how the 
institution, as well as the individual chiefs navigated this crisis.  
5.5. Re-connecting to Remaining Donors by Mobilising the Right 
Repertoires: ‘To Walk the Walk and Talk the Talk’ 
During the period of my fieldwork, several strategies were observed that KKA deployed 
to re-establish its damaged image. The first thing I observed, was that despite the context 
of shrinking donor funds, despite their own criticism on NGO’s and despite the 
recognition of the costs of their dependency, they very much continued their strategies 
of extraversion. KKA continues to invest in donor-support for the continuation of their 
activities by lobbying for funding. This however has become increasingly difficult, they 
admitted.115  
With no alternative resources available to fill the vacuum left by the departure of 
humanitarian NGOs, and with no clear registers to which they could explicitly relate 
(apart from the register of land governance, cf. infra), external aid agencies remain an 
important actor of reference. Continuous ‘proposal writing’ remained an important task 
for the remaining KKA staff. Part of the ‘navigation’ strategies was to adapt to discursive 
shifts in aid. Through the gradual transition from humanitarian to development registers 
as described by Sande Lie (2017), 
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115 Staff from KKA Acholi, Gulu, August 2016. 
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The dominant repertoires shifted from a focus on so-called ‘invisible children’ during the 
war to justice and reconciliation right after the war to land conflict, gender issues and 
environment today. KKA has tried to adapt, like any other NGO, shifting focus from 
justice and reconciliation to current ‘fundable’ topics such as land conflict, women 
empowerment and nature protection. I saw many chiefs involved in exploring the topic 
of ‘environment and sustainability’. Also, KKA attempted to re-boost its image by getting 
involved in activities such as the ‘Gulu Go Green’ Marathon, campaign against charcoal 
burning, and the distribution of seedlings to schools116 – all activities selected to help in 
environmental sustainability campaign. 
After the closing of the IDP camps, many international NGOs shifted their interest 
towards land conflicts that arose when people on return could no longer access their land. 
Land conflicts in Acholi are mostly to be situated around issues of interclan and 
household boundaries and trespass issues, plus a few external boundaries complaints 
(Atkinson 2017). Yet, new forms of larger scale land conflicts have also been added in the 
post-post conflict contest of today: cases of land grabbing since Acholi sub-region has 
been opened up for investment and 'development' by the central government. Investors 
were in need for large chunks of land and were accessed through (often unclear) legal as 
well as illegal procedures, displacing the communities that owned the land. As Hopwood 
& Atkinson (2013) have argued, land conflict had become a powerful narrative that 
prompted local government as well as civil society organisations, donors and the media 
to make land issues a major emphasis (p. 18). Since land tenure in Acholiland largely 
remains under customary law, rwodi have been involved in negotiating these land 
conflicts. Rwodi and (especially) the rwodi kweri are those who know the demarcation of 
every piece of land in his chiefdom. Customary land tenure is recognised by the 
government and allows traditional authorities to settle disputes over customary tenure. 
The government aims at an increasing formalisation of the system.117 Yet, as been 
demonstrated, this formalisation is facing several challenges (Atkinson et al. 2017; 
Hopwood & Atkinson 2013).  
Rwodi’s role in the domain of land, is one of the few registers that remained relevant 
throughout different historical phases of Acholi chieftaincy. However, although NGOs 
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116 Secretary Central Organising Committee of the Acholi cultural Festival, Gulu, December, 14 2017. 
KKA partnered with CEED, an NGO in Gulu and Gulu chairman, Mr. Ojara Mapenduzi to organize a 
marathon aimed at environmental sustainability, in which money would be raised to buy trees that 
would be distributed in school.  
117 For more details, see the 2013 National Land Policy, 
http://extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/uga163420.pdf.  
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interested in land have often approached rwodi as the main actors in charge, it is 
important to point to the fact that this historically has rather been an indirect role 
(Hopwood & Atkinson 2013). Rwodi kweri and rwodi okoro play a much more prominent 
role in the organisation of customary land (p. 17). None of these own or directly control 
the land, and customary land governance is historically decentralised and localised (p. 
61). An extensive research conducted by the Joint Acholi Sub-Region Leaders’ Forum 
(JASLF) revealed how these local cultural leaders are the actors that are most successful 
in resolving land conflicts (Atkinson et al. 2018). This points to the fact that in terms of 
‘service delivery’ which rwodi exchange for legitimacy, land still is an important aspect, 
and the what Hopwood & Atkinson (2013, p. 61) have called ‘deep knowledge’ they 
possess on land practices remain an important customary resource. However, their 
legitimacy is not given, and rwodi are sometimes being criticised by community members 
as corrupt or impartial in their engagement in land conflict mediation (Atkinson et al. 
2018; Hopwood & Atkinson, 2013). Chiefs that have been collaborating with international 
NGOs with regards to land have been ‘empowered’ and ‘sensitised’ by trainings on for 
example land laws and on ‘best practices’ of settling disputes. For instance, GWED-G 
(Gulu Women’s Economic Development and Globalisation) trains rwodi on alternative land 
dispute resolution.  
The ability to shift to relevant registers and project priorities and to appropriate the 
relevant repertoires are a typical part of brokerage and extraversion mechanisms in an 
aid context (Peiffer & Englebert 2012). The engagement of customary chiefs with gender 
issues is an illustration of this. This engagement is contested by some, arguing that their 
customary position, grounded in patriarchal practices and gender-roles, is in 
contradiction with the discourse of women empowerment they have been advocating in 
the context of internationally funded projects (Hopwood 2015). During a ‘sensitisation’ 
gathering on gender-based violence organised in Unyama sub-county (in December 
2017), I observed indeed this contradicting reality. Only (elderly) women were being 
‘mobilised’ to attend, and during the three hours interactive discussion between the chief, 
some members of his council and the women, the main focus was put on women’s own 
responsibility in avoiding their husbands treating them violently. Through his discourse, 
the rwot’s interpretation of ‘empowerment’ and ‘agency’ was clearly something 
completely different from the one advocated by the donors that provided him training 
and that appeared on the poster with which he had decorated the hut in which we shared 
a meal afterwards. This is an example of rwodi appropriating new repertoires by re-
interpreting them to fit within their customary registers.  
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5.6. Re-connecting to the State 
In order to survive its crisis, the ‘cultural institution’ had to approach the government 
more explicitly then it had done before. Part of its role as a ‘broker’ and a ‘local’ in 
peacebuilding agenda’s, was its connection yet autonomy from the Ugandan 
government. We can observe a dual rapprochement, by KKA reaching out to the 
government, and the government trying to get KKA under its control and co-opt it in its 
patronage networks. Goodfellow & Lindemann (2013) and Englebert (2002) have 
demonstrated that the degree in which Museveni’s rule has tried to bring customary 
leaders under his control in Uganda has varied significantly. As explained in the former 
chapter, the process of institutionalisation of customary authority has facilitated the 
regime’s grip on the chiefs. By the relations with the Paramount Chief, it could connect 
KKA into its influence.  
But, according to my further analysis, it was also because of KKA’s strategic partner 
position for international aid agencies that the Ugandan government actively invested in 
partnerships with KKA. Museveni’s regime has been unpopular in Acholiland, and 
trying to reinforce some kind of connection with the customary chiefs, can also be seen 
as an attempt of the regime to gain more legitimacy. Legitimacy is important to the 
president especially when it concerns cultural institutions which for him represent 
gatekeepers to the electorate. We see how Museveni is constantly trying to get legitimacy 
from other kingdoms as well, often in exchange for patronage ‘favors’.  For instance, 
Buganda Kingdom benefited from being given back parts of their properties which had 
been taken by central government at independence such as buildings and land titles in 
2014.118 This move was driven by the desire to cool down tempers of the Baganda 
population who were not happy with the treatment of their Kabaka (king) by the central 
government in 2009 as he tried to visit his subjects in Kayunga. The act of blocking the 
king from visiting his subjects was interpreted as disrespectful to the person of the Kabaka 
by his subjects.119  
According to Clare Paine (2014), collaboration with KKA and customary chiefs in 
government programmes, was a way to reconstruct the state’s post-war public authority 
in Acholiland. The dwindling donor-support made customary chiefs lose this powerful 
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118 http://www.statehouse.go.ug/media/presidential-statements/2014/04/16/president-musevenis-
remarks-handing-over-ebyaffe-buganda-ki. 
119 http://editions-sources-du-nil.over-blog.com/article-35973588.html. 
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broker position that the state would call upon for strengthening its own legitimacy. Now 
that KKA increasingly has to call upon the government, it finds itself in a difficult position 
navigating the space between the state and the ‘community’.   
Whereas ten years ago KKA was appointed an important role by the government in the 
context of the PRDP, KKA now reaches out with project proposals to the government for 
financial support to compensate for the loss of donor funding. KKA’s prime minister 
explained that by doing so, the institution deliberately shifts its discourse from being 
donors’ preferred partners to the government’s preferred partners, arguing that KKA is 
‘carrying out state responsibilities of development and should be recognised for this’.120 
The institution operates today under the Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social 
Development, but there is increasing discontent about the way the Ministry treats the 
institution. As the KKA deputy prime minister explained:  
“We were in a government project on HIV aids with them, a project of three years, 
we did all the work, the mobilisation, the preparation of the communities, and 
then they put another organisation for implementation, like that, without 
consulting us. (…) Afterwards they even asked us to write the report but we 
refused. They proclaimed they worked with us, to make their project look right, 
community based, but they were not! We will never write for them!”121  
In approaching the government for funding to continue their chiefly tasks to cope with 
the donor exit, the personal relationship between rwodi and politicians or local councillors 
is key. Some chiefs that had been installed during the ACORD process have personal 
family connections with the LCs on village or parish level. Some others, although they 
will themselves not openly talk about this, are mentioned during informal talks as having 
connections to politicians in parliament.  
To a certain extent, this rapprochement between customary leaders and the state has 
pushed rwodi back into their more ‘traditional’ brokerage roles of customary authorities, 
translating between the state administration and the local ‘communities’. Yet, while a 
close collaboration with the state apparatus at the local level is in general perceived as an 
accepted aspect of rwodi’s brokerage position, their connection to ‘politics’ is not. Whereas 
donor support is generally perceived as being ‘neutral’ and ‘technical’ support, 
government assistance is sometimes perceived as political corruption. Donor 
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120 Prime Minister KKA, Gulu, September 2016. 
121 Deputy Prime Minister KKA, Gulu, December 2017. 
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dependency shaped customary chiefs’ image as ‘corrupt’ and easy to bribe’, and the 
politisation of some rwodi is being said, also by chiefs themselves, to have a strong impact 
on the integrity and legitimacy of customary authority amongst their ‘subjects’.122  
For example, one rwot had been accused of being involved in a land grabbing scandal in 
which the chief took bribes from General Oketta (government official and senior military 
officer). Additionally, he was strongly involved in Museveni’s political campaign for the 
2016 elections, for which he had received a new car from the president himself.123 Studies 
on the role of cultural leaders in customary land tenure also mentioned complains about 
corruption, greed and bribery with regards to land (Atkinson 2017; Atkinson et al. 2018). 
Albeit the successful stories of land dispute resolution being told about customary 
leaders, it is equally recognised that they too tend to display corrupt tendencies; they tell 
lies and practice nepotism and unfairly favour those with money. It is also evidenced that 
some of the conflicts that are resolved by traditional leaders, somehow resurface 
(Atkinson 2017). 
On local levels of the state administration, relationships between local state councillors 
and customary chiefs strongly vary. Some rwodi explained how their status and prestige 
derived from their position as ‘donor-darlings’ reinforced their connections with the 
Local Councillors (LCs, state administrators within the tiered system at the decentralised 
levels such as districts, villages and parishes).124 Now that rwodi have lost much of this 
former prestige and now that KKA suffers from its damaged reputation, this has changed 
for some communities. While today customary authorities assist LCs in their interactions 
with local communities, these LCs often do not treat customary chiefs with respect as 
they used to; whereas before chiefs would be perceived as some kind of ‘father figure’, 
today LCs clearly act from a superior position.125  
On the lowest level however, it is very common to find the LC1 being at the same time a 
member of the chiefdom elders’ committee. You can find members of the royal family 
double as Local Council leader as well. For instance, the LCI of Koro Kal, told me he also 
serves as the secretary to the rwot.126 As I moved around villages conducting interviews, 
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122 ARLPI staff Gulu, December 2017; Rwot of Pawel Unyama sub-county, December 2017; KKA 
spokesperson, Gulu December 2017.  
123 See: https://minbane.wordpress.com/tag/citizens/page/12/ 
124 Rwot (anonymous), Gulu, August 2016; KKA staff, Gulu, September 2016. 
125 Focus group discussion of elders Pageya, Gulu, December 2017. See also: Oosterom (2016) and Quinn 
(2014). 
126 John, Koro Kal, August 2016. 
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I met a woman, who happened to be the LC1 of Mican Village, a close neighbour to the 
chiefdom headquarters of Pageya. According to this woman, government institutions are 
sufficient to handle all community problems as she told me that "I don’t deal with rwot, I 
deal with LCIII. I deal with Police".127 In Pawel, Nicholas, an LC1 of Anganyi Village, 
Pawel Parish, in January, 2018, while at his place, narrated his relationship with the rwodi: 
"The working relationship is good. The chief has some of his counsellors here. If 
the chief plans to visit, the councilors consult him [the chairman]. When there is a 
conflict, the chief comes together with his counsellors and the conflict is resolved. 
[…] apart from the chief coming, they also contact him, particularly if the issues 
requires rituals to be performed. For example, a person died mysteriously, the case 
was referred to the rwot. He came with elders and LCs and the issue is in the 
process of being resolved."128  
5.6. Conclusion: Re-connecting to the Communities? Seeking the Balance 
between Extraversion and Introversion 
In this chapter, we have described how the changing donor landscape, with the exit of 
the humanitarian actors has left the customary institution in crisis, and has left the 
individual rwodi to largely fall back on their own individual strategies of seeking respect 
and authority. This crisis has put the institutional system strongly under pressure, 
undermining its patronage networks it had built up with external donors. This crisis 
within KKA left the scene of customary authority in northern Uganda fragmented and 
fragilised. Disconnected from their historical entourage and abandoned by the donors, 
rwodi were now largely ‘left on their own’ to navigate their broker positions (between 
state, donors, communities) in this changed setting. In search for new resources, this 
process from the institutional back to the individual level of customary power, has taken 
the shape of fragmented big men networks, as will be explained in the following chapters.  
Reaching out to the Ugandan government enables the customary institution to have 
access to material resources, but this is not enough for the construction of public 
authority. Reaching out to the communities instead seems crucial to claim authority that 
is accepted and legitimate. Atkinson (2017) in his research has equally documented the 
explicit demand from community members for their rwodi moo ‘to re-establish contact 
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127 Francesca, Mican Village in Bardege Gulu, August 2016. 
128 Nicholas, Angayi Village, Pawel Parish, January 218. 
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and maintain a presence with their people in order to re-position themselves as a symbol 
of identity of the chiefdom over which they preside, or else forsake their position’ (p. 29). 
This process of re-establishing the connection between the rwot and his own community 
is not an easy task. KKA has embarked on a mission to invest in a ‘new’ public image, 
and regain trust from the people. As the programme coordinator of KKA explained: “We 
have to restore our public image. We need to get the confidence of the people (...) we are 
a truly cultural institution, representing the local communities”.129 
In the next chapter, I will provide a detailed example of a concrete action that KKA 
undertook to manifest itself as a ‘true cultural institution’.  
Strategies of extraversion seem to have alienated customary chiefs from their original 
‘base’. What we will further observe in the coming chapters through chiefs’ sometimes 
desperate repositioning strategies, is a process that we could call ‘introversion’. Rwodi are 
increasingly forced to reach out back to their communities; or we could say forced to 
‘reach in (wards)’, as this implies a shift from an external orientation towards an internal 
orientation for resources and registers of customary authority. Re-establishing the 
connections with the Ugandan state is a first step in this process, by which customary 
chiefs go back to those brokerage positions they historically occupied.  In their 
mechanism of ‘introversion’, some chiefs use the repertoires of ‘returning’ to their pre-
war positions. The heavy reliance on registers of the past and of tradition (as we will 
further observe in the next chapter) illustrates this. However, there is of course no such 
thing as a pre-war society that re-emerges after the conflict and the humanitarian crisis 
have come to an end. The present (which looks radically different than the past after 
decades of war and external intervention) proves difficult to navigate. The balance 
between extraversion and introversion is hard to achieve.  
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129 Staff member KKA, Gulu, December 2017. 
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Chapter 6. Kwero Deyo pa Acoli: The Acholi 
Cultural Festival and Customary Institutional 
Revival 
 
6.1. Introduction 
The very first edition of the Acholi Cultural Festival took place between 14 and 16 
December 2017, called 'Kwero Deyo pa Acoli' or 'Celebrating the Beauty of Acholi'. The 
organisation of the festival was decided upon during the Acholi Leaders Retreat in 
February 2017, which brought together politicians, religious, opinion and cultural leaders 
from the Acholi sub-region.130 It was agreed upon that an activity needed to be organised 
to address the ‘declining culture among Acholi people’ and bringing together the people 
of Acholi sub-region to create unity, fraternise people, revive the lost cultural value and 
promote tourism in northern Uganda.131  
KKA was appointed the responsible organ to organise the event that aimed at ‘bringing 
together all the Acholi to celebrate the existence of the rich Acholi cultural heritage’.132 
The result was a three-day cultural festival taking place in Gulu town at Kaunda 
Grounds, full of speeches, dance and music performances, traditional product fairs and 
cooking contests. Some sources speak of hundreds133, others of thousands134 of 
participants. The estimation of around 1500 attendants135 seems more or less realistic 
from my own observation.  
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130 Amongst the people who were present during this meeting was the retired Bishop Mc Baker Ochola, 
the Paramount Chief 'His Highness' Rwot David Acana II, Gulu district LCV Chairman Hon. Ojara Martin 
Mapenduzi, Member of Parliament for Nwoya district Hon. Oyet Simon, Hon. Dan Fred Kidega, the 
former speaker of the East African Legislative Assembly, and Mr. Olaa Ambrose the Prime Minister of 
KKA (Prime Minister KKA, Gulu, January 2018. 
131 Secretary Central Organising Committee, Acholi cultural festival, December 2017. 
132 Concept note from Acholi Leaders Meeting, February 2017. 
133 https://www.newvision.co.ug/new_vision/news/1467542/hundreds-acholi-cultural-festival.  
134 http://www.ghafla.com/ug/3195-2/.   
135 http://www.pmldaily.com/news/2017/12/acholi-cultural-fete-excites-gulu-residents.html.  
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At the level of the individual chiefdoms, cultural festivals had already been a (fairly 
recent) trend. For example, the chiefdom of Pawel holds a yearly festival called 'Culture 
for Peace Festival'. Equally, the chief of Lamogi organised a festival to celebrate the return 
of the brother who had abandoned the chiefdom and was returning home. With the 
organisation of the Acholi Cultural Festival, however, it was the first time that different 
rituals, cultural symbols, ceremonies or traditional dances from different Acholi clans 
were brought together at such scale under the umbrella of an ‘Acholi Cultural Festival’. 
Through repertoires of ‘unity’, ‘fraternity’ and by symbols, objects and actions that enact 
the notion of ‘custom’, ‘Acholi Culture’ was not only celebrated, but also constructed and 
consumed. As noted by Guss (2000), such cultural performances form ‘sites of social 
action where identities and relations are continually being reconfigured’ (p. 12) and 
clearly served for KKA as ‘powerful vehicle’ for the forging of new identities and the 
production of new social imaginaries’ (p. 23). In a context of changing meanings of 
culture and tradition, festivals are often deployed to meet these changes to produce ‘new 
meaning’ (in this case a unified Acholi tradition) through cultural performance (Cohen 
1993). For KKA, the festival represented the ultimate opportunity to revitalise its public 
image through this register of a unified Acholi tradition after the damage they had 
suffered from corruption scandals. It needed to function as a stage to (re-) construct their 
legitimacy and public authority.  
Cultural festivals (around themes such as sports, community, environment, agriculture, 
music and arts among others), have become very popular around the world and can be 
instrumental in achieving specific goals (Quinn 2005). Gibson et al. (2010) observed that 
cultural festivals often promote goals of inclusion, community and celebration. Jaeger 
adds the important notions of belonging and identity (Jaeger 2013). Contemporary 
cultural festivals all over the world are often part of local political and economic 
campaigns, for example to promote tourism (Gibson et al. 2010). Lauren Adrover, who 
has studied the political economy of cultural production in Ghana, has demonstrated 
how contemporary cultural festivals provide an intersection of diverse political and 
economic actors: from local chiefs who used festivals to promote their authority to global 
marketing directors, local politicians and tourist agencies (Adrover 2015; 2018). 
Cultural festivals have been the object of cultural heritage studies, recognising them as 
spaces for shared histories, shared cultural practices and ideals, where local knowledge 
is produced and reproduced, where the history, cultural inheritance and social structures 
are revisited, rejected or recreated (Quinn 2005: 948). Further, they are studied as 
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important elements in the representation of a peoples’ idiosyncrasy, identity and value 
of traditions (Del Barrio et. al. 2012). As spaces of belonging and identity, they represent 
arenas in which local community is realised (Jaeger 2013).  
Anthropology has a long and intimate relationship with festivals of many kinds. As 
complex public ritual events, festivals constitute significant foci for studies on for 
example kinship, identity, power etc. (Frost 2016). The political anthropology perspective 
on cultural festivals has revealed their significance as political arenas, in which power is 
produced and reproduced through cultural performance (Parkin et al. 1996). 
Ethnographic studies such as Cohen’s work on the Notting Hill London Carnival (Cohen 
1993) has inspired anthropologists to investigate cultural politics and the politics of 
cultural performances in politics today (instead of in the past) and in the North as well as 
in the South. From this perspective, cultural events such as the Acholi festival can be 
understood as manoeuvre spaces or areans for political agency of a diverse range of 
actors (from tourist agencies to local politicians to customary chiefs and local NGOs). As 
such, the festival can be read through various layers of meaning. Through a popular 
celebration of cultural symbols and practices, and through discourses and performances 
of ‘customariness’ (Stroeken & Kaputu forthcoming), the cultural institution organised 
the festival with a clear (political) agenda in mind. However, other actors as well entered 
and used the arena for their own political projects.  
While this sub-chapter does not claim to present a fully political ethnographic study of 
the festival, I will present a detailed ‘thick description’ based on observations and talks 
through participation of the festival136 and use this to analyse its role in the construction 
of power and public authority. In reference to our main conceptual framework applied 
throughout this dissertation, the festival offers a unique possibility to study customary 
registers, repertoires and practices/performances ‘at work’. Symbolic as well as material 
resources used to construct customary authority were to be observed during this festival 
in large variety. As such, the festival as some kind of ‘micro-arena’ in which we can 
observe the materialisation of power in signs, speeches, artefacts, rituals, costumes and 
cultural practices. It is an example of what Adrover (2018) observes in Ghana: a way for 
chiefs to dramatically perform their authority, stressing the theatrical, symbolic and 
performative elements of politics. An instance of reification of power through ceremony 
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136 I would like to recall here that I do not speak and understand Acholi, and although I had a translator 
at my side, many comments or things being said during the festival by the audience could for this reason 
not been captured, which is an important shortcoming in this observation. 
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and spectacle, in which discursive constructs, symbols and repertoires of powers are at 
chiefs’ disposal (Adrover 2018). Finally, it will lead us to a better understanding of the 
complex contemporary manifestation of chiefly identity, roles and positions or rwotship.  
6.2. The Proceedings 
The planning and practical organisation of the cultural festival was mainly conducted by 
the staff of KKA. In the months and weeks that proceeded the festival, the staff had been 
very busy mobilising artists, volunteers, politicians etc. and especially in mobilising 
funds and sponsors to finance the different activities and infrastructure. Different actors 
contributed their services for free such as Mega FM and local newspapers like Rupiny for 
covering the event, students of Gulu university to act as ‘ushers’ during the festival, an 
NGO CEED (Community Empowerment Education Development) volunteered its staff to lead 
the Central Organising Committee. Uganda Breweries Limited and Africell Telecom 
Uganda offered t-shirts for the officials and the dancing groups. Schools around Gulu 
offered accommodation freely. 
Advertisement was mostly visible in Gulu town, where colourful banners and posters 
announced the event throughout the public spaces. But outside Gulu, people were only 
informed by radio announcements.  
On September 28, one newspaper announced 'Acholi chiefdoms hunting for 400 million 
UGX for its first annual cultural festival'.137 KKA staff explained that the budget was later 
slashed down to 160 million UGX (approx.  $42810). Because it proved hard to find 
enough sponsors, the finance manager Irene Atek explained that a number of the 
activities which had been planned originally, had to be cancelled, such as the Acholi 
Legacy Award.138  
Part of KKA’s aim of the festival was to show its financial self-sustainability, 
independently from external donors. The myth that KKA cannot stand without external 
donors needed to be busted and therefore enough funds needed to be raised within the 
Acholi community. These funds were mobilised through mobile money outlets; 
telephone numbers on which money would be sent had been announced on radio. People 
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137 http://croozefm.com/acholi-chiefdom-hunting-ugx-400-million-cultural-festival/  
138 http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Gulu-cultural-festival-Acholi-artifacts-dishes/688334-
4225978-ql5mpa/index.html.  
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could also contribute in-kind and cash, and individual powerful Acholi were approached 
to offer their support. For example, Hilary Onek, Uganda’s Minister for Relief, Disaster 
Preparedness and Refugees offered UGX 5 million, a bull, 60 bags of maize flour, and ten 
bags of beans. The Deputy Speaker of Parliament contributed UGX 7 Million. The NRM 
Deputy Chairperson offered UGX 1 million, the state minister of foreign affairs also UGX 
1 million, others were Major General Charles Otema Awany, Hon. Lyandro Komakech 
Member of Parliament for Gulu Municipality and Hon. Okwonga Alfred, for example.139 
Further, corporate companies such as Uganda Breweries Limited (offered UGX 5 million), 
Atiak Sugar Company (UGX 10 million and AFRICELL Telecom (UGX 5 million), made 
contributions.140 The entire organisation of the after party (a musical show) which was 
the closing event of the festival was outsourced to an individual, Juma Okot, radio 
presenter at Mega Fm and a businessman, because KKA failed to raise enough funds. 
Okot, who took the position as the chairperson of the entertainment and Event 
committee, was asked to give a percentage of the collection to KKA. He collected UGX 11 
Million, from which 50% was paid to the 40 artists who performed that night, and the rest 
was used to pay for other things such as fireworks, stage installation, lights and sounds. 
He gave only UGX 900,000 to KKA.141 Even though KKA could not raise the UGX 160 
million budgeted, the in-kind assistance in terms of foods stuffs, transport, free airtime 
on radio and coverage in newspapers, among others beefed up the budget to make the 
function successful.  
A lot of the organisation was done in a very last-minute order. For example, the 
headquarters of KKA were given a fast and superficial refurbishment right before the 
start of the festival, and even during the festival itself, the renovation was still going on. 
The festival had to take place in 2 sites: the KKA offices (only day 1) and the Kaunda 
Grounds, the biggest ceremonial ground in Gulu Municipality where activities such as 
political rallies and campaigns and other big gatherings such as mass prayers usually 
take place. 
The attendance of as much as possible representatives of the different Acholi Chiefdoms 
was a very important objective for KKA, for whom the festival had to symbolise the ‘unity 
in diversity’ of all Acholi people. Individual chiefs were sent letters to mobilise their 
members to participate in and attend the festival. Free transport to Gulu was provided 
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139 Secretary Central Organising committee, Gulu, December 2017.  
140 Secretary Central Organising committee, Gulu, December 2017. 
141 Interview with Secretary Central Organising Committee, Gulu, December 2017. 
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by the Central Organising Committee and also by the artist groups attending (those who 
could afford to). Rwodi were thus invited by KKA and offered accommodation and food 
by KKA during their participation in Gulu.142 Twenty-two rwodi of the 54 chiefdoms 
officially recognised by KKA showed up during the festival. A number of rwodi actually 
boycotted the event, as will be explained later on.  
6.3. The Festival from day 1-3: A Thick Description 
It's 09.00hrs of the 14th of December, 2017, the first day of the cultural festival, and I am 
at Kaunda grounds, the main venue of the cultural festival. No disappointment 
whatsoever, party moods are on! Tents with logos of the sponsors such as Coca Cola, 
Africel Telecom Company are established in square-shape leaving ample space in the 
centre for performances. A few young people donned in red Uganda Breweries Limited-
logoed T-shirts, who I later learnt were student volunteers from different institutions 
around Gulu including Gulu University and other technical schools, were organising the 
venue; cleaning up the place, arranging chairs in the tents and decorating. Others were 
installing the sound system.  
Different small and big business companies, such as Africel Uganda, Coca cola, Atiak 
sugar, Civil Society Organisations, NGOS and local enterprises, international 
organisations like UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, government agencies such 
as Uganda Tourism Board were busy setting up their stalls, displaying their products, 
each with a banner or posters identifying them, making a few sales here and there and 
generally marketing and explaining their work to the few people who had already 
arrived at the grounds.  
An exhibition is installed displaying Acholi artefacts such as basketry, woodworks etc. 
by local groups from different part of the region. In another section of the grounds, tents 
are being erected for a health camp (providing basic health services such as vaccination, 
counselling and testing) provided by Fitzman medical services and Lalar Pharmacy. Still 
very few people around, and I start imagining a rather low turn-up at the Acholi festival. 
I decide to go to the KKA head office.  

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142 Prime Minister KKA, Gulu, January 2018. 
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(Showcasing traditional kwette, a drink at the festival; © Sophie Komujuni) 
At the offices of Ker Kwaro Acholi, the energy and excitement can be felt right at the gate. 
Small and large groups of artists, like dancers (a small group comprised of approximately 
20-30 people) positioned themselves at different spots of the enormously large compound 
which this time looked rather small.  Each group raised a banner to identify themselves. 
The place is booming with activity, people are cooking, elsewhere eating, dressing up or 
fetching water from the nearby water sources. I learn that apparently, KKA is 
experiencing a water shortage problem. The nearest water point is at the Independent 
Hospital which is 200 meters away.  
KKA had booked accommodation for these people in different primary and secondary 
schools but they opted to stay at KKA. There is dancing going on everywhere. All Acholi 
dances Otole, larakaraka, Opit, Bwola, Myel Lyel, and more were presented and I was spoilt 
for choice. There were more than 80 dance groups that turned up for the festival! Many 
with more than two dances and all of them expecting to perform within the three days. 
Dance costumes like small drums, ostrich or alternative feathers (made into crowns), 
spears, beads, leopard skins or prints, arrows, calabashes etc. can be found spread almost 
everywhere in the compound.  
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The audience is diverse: I see many young as well as old people, schools, students, 
journalists, tourists and expats. I also see religious sisters who had also been invited, 
although I think they left shortly after because I did not see them again. 
In the shed of the mango tree near the administration building, sat the rwodi, quietly, with 
some holding conversations in groups of two or three. One artist group after another 
would move around to entertain the chiefs with their dances.  
Inside the KKA offices was even busier than the outside. The organising team was visibly 
overwhelmed with the number of people who turned up that had exceeded the 
anticipated size by far. For instance, every member of the 30 artist groups that had been 
planned for, was supposed to receive a t-shirt, but now they were 89 dance groups! 
Luckily, envelops of cash and in-kind contributions for example through provision of 
food stuffs kept flowing in from people and organisations that had made pledges. I 
observe this myself, as I take place in one of the offices with the secretary of the Central 
Organising Committee. I witness an envelope being brought in, written on the outside 
the donor and the amount: UPDF, UGX 1 million.  
With all the activities taking place inside and outside the KKA offices, I considered myself 
very lucky to get someone to talk to although I had that guilt feeling of wasting his 
precious time. The Secretary, Central organising Committee of the cultural festival was 
kind enough to spare time to explain to me the planning of the festival, its inception and 
the programme for three days, of course amidst phone calls every now and then.  
People are leaving in processions from KKA headquarters, marching and dancing 
through designated streets in Gulu town centre to the Kaunda Grounds, where the main 
activities of the festival are taking place. I do not march in the processions, but instead 
accompany the KKA Secretary who drives me by car. Arriving at Kaunda grounds, he is, 
just like I am, amazed at the crowd we find there!  It is immense!  
In the meantime, since this morning, all the different corners of the grounds had been 
built up and different activities are now taking place simultaneously: cultural dance, 
music and drama; showcasing of historic cultural symbols, objects and locally made items 
by small business owners (such as artefacts, foods, local medicines etc.). I see three flags: 
the national flag, the East African flag and the Acholi flag. 
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This entire afternoon is filled with dancing and singing; the main entertainment activity 
of the day. The dancing was only interrupted by the speeches and announcements from 
the master of ceremonies. Different speeches are being held, at the central space created 
by the square shaped arrangements of the tents, by renowned Acholi elders and local 
politicians. For example, Bishop Mc Baker Ochola talks about the identity of the people. 
He explains how people are four dimensional; physical, intellectual, moral and spiritual 
and all these need to be nurtured. He talks a lot about the past and explains how in the 
past, elder persons used to pass on traditional knowledge to the younger ones, which is 
no longer the case today and needs to be revitalised. He urges parents to take up their 
responsibility of ensuring their children obtain education and stop seeing it as the role of 
government.  
The Kaunda grounds are crowded and people keep on coming in, tents are filled to 
capacity. One special tent is designated to the rwodi and another for other special guests 
like politicians and expats. I see many Acholi Politicians that have travelled from 
Kampala to Gulu. But it is hard to see who precisely is present, this tent for dignitaries is 
inaccessible for people like me. The rwodi sit quietly in their tent as they watch the 
proceedings. Ushers move around to give them refreshments. The rwodi stayed seated 
there the entire day. 
Around 7 pm, people start to retire to their places for the night. I go back to KKA offices, 
as people told me earlier that wangoo’s (culturally educative bonfire gatherings) would 
take place at night. It is 9pm however and I find KKA quiet with people trying to rest 
after a long day and in preparation for the next day. I observe women busy cooking posho, 
beans and meat which were distributed by KKA from what people have provided in the 
form of donations. The place is a bit dark and quiet. No rwodi are around, as they have 
been booked rooms in hotels in Gulu town. I do not observe any wangoo yet to start, and 
I feel exhausted so I decide to go home and rest.  
 
Day two looks very similar to day one. I am at Kaunda grounds in the morning and I 
observe dances and plays. On the roadside, all sorts of activities are happening. Local 
herbalists sectioned themselves in strategic positions to tap into disposable income from 
the revellers. Others are selling local brew, roasted maize and other food items. Soft 
drinks are on high demand due to the December sun that leaves everyone sponge-thirsty.  
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I talk to people in the audience that enjoy the festival, they tell me that some dances that 
seemed to have become extinct and had now been resurrected with the festival. They 
explain how they learn about their own culture through the festival. An old woman tells 
me how she thought she knew everything about Acholi tradition, and was left amazed 
when she discovered for example the dresses that were meant for the ceno dance. I also 
learn a lot about the different dances. Bwola is for example a royal dance, otole is a war 
dance, larakaraka is a courtship dance, and myel jok is a cleansing dance. I learn that 
chiefdoms have their special dances for every occasion (harvest, birth of twins, funerals 
etc.). Some chiefdoms have dances in common, but there are also dances which are 
unique to a particular clan. It is interesting to learn that the way dances are performed is 
very important; for example, one is supposed to dance happily and showing their 
strength during the courtship dance in order to stand chances to be identified by potential 
suitors.  
 
(A dance group from one of the chiefdoms performs the bwola dance at the Acholi Cultural festival, © Sohie 
Komujuni) 
An Acholi elder, a retired teacher, Mr. Ocora Ociti holds a speech for the audience. He is 
being introduced as ‘very knowledgeable on cultural issues’. In his speech, Mr. Ocora 
talks of the sanctity of Acholi culture and traditions. He highlights the importance of 
preserving for instance forests, as they are essential for firewood, and preservation of 
water and food. Then he talks about Acholi dance; he lists and explains a number of 
dances for instance lakubukubu, acut, akel, apiri, bwola, atoira otole, dingi, myel lyel, their 
historical meanings and importance. He teaches us that dance in the past was used to 
portray strength, creativity, courtship, show respect, etc. He explains about the unique 
symbolic dressing for the performance of those each dance. He also points at the 
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misconception of tradition and culture as satanic or witchcraft. For example, he said: 
"…when people dance, they express culture, cultural practices are not witchcraft." He 
then however makes a distinction between good and witchcraft dances; the ones done 
during the day being good and the one done at night being ‘deviant’. 
I observe the rwodi dressed in different kinds of traditional wear, each according to their 
style; from kanzus (African wear) to suits, reflecting personal style combined with 
perceived ‘royalty’; some wore hats, others held canes, but generally, nothing uniform. I 
am surprised that during day two, they do not give speeches. Actually, they just stay 
seated in their tent. It is the part of the Kaunda grounds which seems the most boring of 
all. They seem passively being entertained and even look a bit bored. The Paramount 
Chief is not here, he is only expected tomorrow.  
 
(Some of the rwodi who attended the cultural festival seated in their tent on the last day of the festival; © 
Sophie Komujuni).  
I observe older people demonstrating traditional ways of life, like how they used to make 
fire. People tell me no major speeches or activities will take place, and it seems as if 
everyone is waiting for the climax tomorrow, when ‘His Highness’ the Paramount Chief 
as well as president Museveni himself are the two most spectacular ‘guests’ of the festival. 
Day three, Saturday, 16th December, 2017 is indeed the ‘highlight’ of the festival. It 
definitely is not ‘business as usual’: the president of Uganda is coming and security is 
tight! This morning, I woke up early and rushed to the venue so I could secure myself a 
seat in the tents, it being the last day, I did not want to miss a thing. To my surprise, my 
usual route to the grounds was closed, police and army men surrounded the place and 
when I finally managed to get to the Kaunda grounds, I was denied entry because I had 
a camera, devices that were not permitted at the venue when the president is around. I 
took it back and when I finally arrived I was happy to still find a place. I see that for 
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today, a double cabin Pick up car is being placed in the middle as the stage for the 
speeches.  
People keep on coming in. Much more people at the entrances than yesterday. But 
nothing is really happening, it seems everyone is waiting. The president's coming seems 
to paralyse the entire thing. Since he is the chief guest, the function cannot start without 
him. By 11, the place is really crowded. It seems as if numbers of audience have doubled 
compared to yesterday. Much more press and journalists are on the ground. I also see 
much more security (police) present. I see many MPs, ministers, the LCV and the Chief 
Administrative Officer of Gulu and Omoro. Special Forces Command guards prove the 
president is on his way. 
Then the crowd moves and all attention goes to the magnificent entry of the Paramount 
Chief Acana, in a process of dances. Later that day I learn that he came through a 
procession from the KKA headquarters, standing in his black car. He enters the grounds 
with ahead of him groups of men and women dancing and ululating, it is very 
spectacular. ‘His Highness’ wears sandals, a white T-shirt, black shorts and a crown of 
white, red, black and grey feathers. He holds a cane in his hand and is decorated with a 
leopard skin. The car drives up to his tent, which is decorated in maroon, white, gold and 
leopard print and a red carpet. He has his own private tent, which is attached to (but 
separated from) the tent where the other rwodi are seated. He gets seated on a stool 
covered with leopard skin. In front of his stool is a dummy leopard and on his left, a 
throne (also decorated with leopard skin). He does not interact with anyone, he only 
waves at the audience. Different dance groups perform one after the other in front of his 
tent, to entertain him. 
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(His 'Highness', Rwot Acana Onen David, waves at the crowds as he leaves after closing the cultural 
festival; © Sophie Komujuni) 
People in the audience get tired of waiting and start complaining as the Masters of 
Ceremony continues to introduce the dignitaries present and to remind the crowd that 
the guest of honour will indeed soon arrive. In response, people shout back that THEIR 
guest of honour (The Paramount Chief David Acana) IS already present and they ought 
to get started! There had been, the days preceding the festival, heated debates in the 
media about Acana being the guest of honour and Museveni being the chief guest of the 
festival.143 
The president only arrives at around 1pm. He enters with a car, which drives him to his 
tent, which as usual has a yellow colour and is put near (but not attached to) the tent of 
the Paramount Chief.  He gets out and gets seated. There is no excitement amongst the 
crowd. Maybe people are so tired waiting? People sing the Uganda and Acholi Anthems.  
His entry is followed by a number of welcome speeches. The Prime Minister of KKA 
addresses ‘His Excellency’, ‘His Highness the Paramount Chief’, the ‘Cabinet Ministers’, 
and the ‘Members of the Parliament’ to finally and officially kick of the third and final 
day of the festival. He starts by explaining how ‘for a long time and for various reasons 
including repression, conflict, social, economic and cultural regression, the Acoli have 
not been able to coalesce and celebrate the great attributes that make them a people’. He 
describes the current situation in Acholi land in terms of a divide between older and 
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younger generations, and presents the festival as a ‘bridge in order to bring about 
harmony and peaceful coexistence’.144  
He then invites the Paramount Chief who gives a very brief welcome speech to the 
president. Rwot Acana in his speech thanks everyone for attending the festival, thanks 
the president for honouring the invitation and wishes him a safe journey back, noting 
that he (the president) will not stay long.  
The Mc invites the minister for Relief, Disaster Preparedness and Refugees, Hon. Hilary 
Onek who thanks the organisers of the event in particular, Mr. Ambrose Oola, the Prime 
Minister. In his also very short speech he highlights the importance of investment and 
encourages people to invest in the region. He then invites the president to address the 
people. 
From the short speeches, all simply welcoming the president, it is clear the president is 
not about to stay long at the festival. His speech is rather short as well. He talked about 
seven key issues: Peace, Development, Education, Health, Wealth creation, Employment 
and finally, Culture. He emphasised the important role that his government has played 
with regards to those issues, by encouraging people to embrace education and engage in 
investment. He expanded on the importance of culture, and the role of cultural 
institutions like KKA to concentrate on the protection of cultural values. "When I talk of 
culture, I remember a number of things. Our languages must not die and that is why I 
supported a culture of institutions”. He also made it very clear what cultural institutions 
such as KKA where NOT supposed to concentrate on: to interfere in politics. “Not to 
interfere in politics because we already have a lot of politicians, we have LC1, LC2, and 
Members of Parliament, they are so many... we do not need additional politicians through 
culture”. He then further cited the importance of protecting language, traditional 
medicines, marriage and food from ‘adverse influences of modernisation’. Yet, he also 
stressed that some elements of tradition and culture need to be adapted to modernisation, 
such as the role of parents and grandparents in steering and deciding the marriage 
choices of their children. Museveni also pointed to the need for cultural leaders to use 
their power to mobilise for peace and unity, and not abuse it for friction and conflict. 
“People in Tororo had organised a cultural function but it almost ended up in bloodshed 
because of unnecessary tribal conflicts. We can’t promote conflicts because of culture,” 
he said. Then, the president launched the 'Aduku Pa Rwot', (the basket of the chief), 
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holding a large basket, and presented is as a new fundraising system. He put money in 
the basket himself, but the audience could not see how much he had donated. Then he 
carried the basket on his head, to hand it over to the Paramount Chief. People were visibly 
amused by this gesture, but there was no applause. The president handing the large 
basket over to Rwot Acana, marked the end of his speech. After his gesture, several 
baskets were pointed out at different accessible spots on the grounds, for anyone who 
was willing to support the chiefdom. The president was escorted to leave the Kaunda 
Grounds.  
The MP of Gulu Municipality Hon.Lyandro Komakech took the floor and gave more 
explanations on the Aduku Pa Rwot fundraising system. He explained that it would be 
represented in different places throughout the Acholi region where people could donate 
on a regular basis, as an ongoing fundraising scheme. He further encouraged everyone 
to contribute.  
Then it was time for the Paramount Chief, Rwot David Acana to give a speech, the last 
big one of the festival. His key message was on unity and the need for Acholi people to 
embrace their culture. According to him most of the problems the regions faces is because 
people have shunned culture. Even the two-decade long war UPDF-LRA war would 
never have taken place if people embraced culture, because the elders, whose blessing 
the warriors would have sought would not have granted it. He encouraged the Acholi in 
diaspora to learn and teach their children their mother tongue. He promised to discuss 
with the elders the possibilities of regulating bride price because it was becoming too 
costly for the young men to marry. He emphasised the importance of land and urged 
people not to sell their land. He promised to put in place cultural laws to stop land 
grabbing and blamed government for declaring that the Apaa land belonged to Adjumani 
before reconciling the people. He also pointed out the fact that chiefs are poor and that 
'society has failed to take care of our chiefs'. He encouraged the people who can and are 
willing to offer their support to the chiefs. He concluded by thanking the audience, the 
organisers of the festival and by recognising other notable personalities within the region.  
This speech marked the end of the cultural festival. There was an announcement of the 
afterparty which was organised at Pece stadium, on which 40 artists were performing 
and special Acholi foods would be served and tasted. After this announcement, some 
people started to leave the venue, but many others stayed to continue and watch the 
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dance and music performances. I did not observe many people putting money in the 
baskets, I suppose people came unprepared.  
When the Paramount Chief ended his speech, his car drove close to his tent, and 
journalists crowded all around him to take pictures while he entered the car and drove 
away. People slowly dispersed, there was no order of leaving. Rwodi also left one by one, 
returning to their hotels or homes. Around 6.30Pm, everyone has left the venue, and the 
organisers start removing the chairs and tents. It is getting dark. I left the after party to 
those die-hard fans of the festival, and I went home.   
6.4. A Cultural ‘Revival’? 
“For a long time, the Acholi went through a lot of difficulties that affected our culture. 
Some people have never come back home. Come back home and rebuild our culture 
together. Our children can no longer speak the fluent Acholi that our parents taught 
us. The influence of modernity is a threat to our own identity. It is time we bring our 
children home to know where they belong”.145 
On September 28, 2017, the Paramount Chief spoke these words to announce the Acholi 
Cultural Festival. The press announced the festival as ‘bringing back the lost glory of the 
culture’.146 After the festival, the press confirmed that ‘The Acholi tribe has survived 20 
years of instability and insurgency; the festival gave them a platform to celebrate their 
glory, strength and rebirth.147 The festival was indeed on many levels about a ‘comeback’, 
‘revival’ or ‘rebirth’ of the ‘affected Acholi culture’. 
Different registers of ‘revival’ seem to overlap. On the one hand, the narratives on a 
cultural comeback or the need for restoration of affected culture refer to more or less still 
the same register within which the re-instalment of the rwodi took place throughout the 
so-called ACORD process. On the other hand, the ‘revival’ register refers to the need for 
restoration of culture, not damaged by the war but damaged by the process of NGO-
isation as described in chapter 5. KKA was very open about this second layer of the 
‘revival’ discourse, and admitted that it was part of a strategy to work on their public 
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145https://kampalapost.com/content/news/acholi-paramount-chief-calls-subjects-home-cultural-
rejuvenation.  
146 https://kampalapost.com/content/news/acholi-paramount-chief-calls-subjects-home-cultural-
rejuvenation. 
147 http://www.ghafla.com/ug/3195-2/. 
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image. It is widely recognised in the literature on festivals, that they provide an important 
tool for strengthening institutions (Adrover 2015; Cohen 1993; Colombo 2015). When 
talking with different actors about KKA and its recent past, the term ‘integrity’ was very 
often cited.148 The Paramount Chief himself mentioned ‘the search for dignity and 
glory’.149 Its integrity and dignity had been weakened by donor-dependency, corruption 
scandals, and politicisation of the institution.150 Let us briefly take a look at how these 
issues were addressed throughout the festival. 
To counter the image of donor-dependency, the institution was careful in the 
organisation of the festival’s funding, as explained above. It was repeated many times in 
the speeches and announcements during the festival that ‘the Acholi people’ had been 
sponsoring the event. The launching of the Aduku Pa Rwot symbolises this financial self-
sustainability and independence from donors. This system echoes similar practices 
installed by other chiefdoms, such as the Ettofaali project installed by the Buganda 
Kingdom.151 Yet, where Ettofaali was covered by the media and attracted lots of attention 
and funds, even from Baganda diaspora, the Acholi version was not received very 
enthusiastically from the start. The only thing people had been speculating about after 
Museveni’s intervention at the Kuanda Grounds was on the amount of money he had put 
in the basket. There was light disappointment when it turned out to be only UGX 20 
million (Approx. $5,344).152 When I asked KKA Prime Minister how KKA was planning 
to use the incoming money, he explained that the aim of the basket is to raise funds to 
serve three purposes: first, the renovation of the cultural institution, second, setting up a 
scholarship scheme for specialised courses such as medicine, engineering and others, 
third, it should also cover administrative functions and they also plan to put in place a 
radio station. He also shared with me that after the festival, UGX 5 million had been 
shared, through the Paramount Chief, among the fellow chiefs that had been present at 
the festival, and an amount of UGX 15.2 million had been put on a special bank account.153 
The contributions of people had been very low during the festival, most of the festival’s 
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148 Deputy Prime Minister KKA, Gulu, December 2017. 
149 https://www.newvision.co.ug/new_vision/news/1466720/gulu-gears-grand-acholi-cultural-festival. 
150 Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative council member, Gulu, December2017. 
151 Ettofaali is a Luganda word for a brick. The Ettofaali fundraising project in the central Kingdom of 
Buganda was intended to raise funds to renovate the Kasubi Tombs, the burial ground of previous 
Buganda kings that had been burnt down in 2012. Each Muganda was expected to make a contribution 
towards this cause.  
152 Prime Minister KKA, Gulu, December 2017. 
153 Prime minister of KKA, Gulu, January 2018. 
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sponsors had been private businesses and political, military and economic elites. The 
biggest donation came from Minister Hilary Onek.154  
It cannot be denied that people in Gulu were impressed by the scale of the event. Much 
more people than expected had travelled from the villages to town, and in that sense the 
festival was really a success, confirming the mobilising potential of KKA. Many very 
positive reactions followed in the days after the festival, as could be read from the 
festival’s Facebook page.155 People on this page requested for example the festival to be 
an annual event, and comments could be found such as: ‘let pupils start to be taught 
lubaro pa Acholi (Acholi Anthem) in their respective schools’; ‘ker kwaro Acholi should 
always be recognised in every public function within the sub region in a bid to revive its 
importance’; or ‘we have every reason to say that we have the richest culture in Africa, if 
we could only start to be proud of it and promote it by ourselves for the others to see’.  
On the other hand, in the aftermath of the festival, people commented on the lack of 
ambition of the festival. For example a local youth representative wrote about the 
disappointment of the festival not really being the start of something new, the festival not 
being followed by ‘an Acholi Development conference, or the cultural institution running 
something like Acholi development foundation, Acholi Tourism Board, Acholi Bursary 
scheme or something like that’.156 Yet, most negative reactions with regards to the festival 
were related to the invitation of president Museveni, as will be explained further on.  
To re-establish or ‘revive’ the institution’s ‘dignity’, constant reference was made to the 
past, to the old and pure forms of ‘Acholi Culture’, not corrupted by modernisation and 
globalisation. As we have observed in earlier chapters, this register of the authentic past 
is a very powerful register to mobilise for customary authority. KKA’s ‘comeback’ was 
strongly situated in these discourses of an idealised traditional past, which urgently 
needed to be restored and re-taught by the elders to the younger generations. The 
idealised, romanticised past is a crucial aspect in contemporary customary performances 
in the form of festivals in general (Beeman 1993). It was displayed in speeches as well as 
in performance, people performing ‘forgotten’ rituals and ‘ways of life’ during the 
festival. It was also demonstrated in the exposition of cultural artefacts. The aspect of 
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154 Although he may have contribute in his individual capacity, this puts nuances to the festival. being 
carried out by the ‘community’ instead of the Ugandan state.  
155 https://www.facebook.com/acoliculturalfestival2017. 
156 http://www.whispereye.com/2017/12/12/president-museveni-is-a-delicate-guest-at-the-acholi-
cultural-festival-christopher-okidi/.  
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‘rediscovery’ which is central to ‘traditional’ festivals (Meuggler 2002) was strongly felt 
amongst the audience. And as the rwot of Koro confirmed afterwards, “our youth learned 
a lot and were very impressed, especially about the royal regalia”157. The cultural 
performances such as all the different dances and costumes were seen as rich cultural 
forgotten resources.  
Interestingly, these resources did not seem to be owned by or connected to rwodi. It was 
old people, experts in tradition, who explained to the public about custom and tradition. 
It was them, instead of the rwodi, performing and embodying ‘the authentic past’ They in 
fact seemed to be the actors mastering the repertoires and practices that today are today 
often connected to chiefs and rwotship. The aspect of morality was raised several times, 
within the well-known narrative of the generational divide caused by the war and by 
‘modernisation’ in general. By referring to the festival as the ‘bridge’ to solve this divide, 
the KKA Prime minister stressed the unifying force of culture. The festival aimed at 
celebrating ‘the authentic’, the ‘real’ as if it aimed to forget the corrupted, ‘invented’ 
traditions the institution became associated with throughout the years. In that sense, the 
festival offered the space ‘where the history, cultural inheritance and social structures 
that distinguish one from another, are revised, rejected or recreated’ (Quinn 2015, p. 928). 
Religion was sometimes considered to have deprived people of any sense of pride in their 
culture, because it stigmatises cultural practices such as rituals as ‘satanic’. The president 
was the only one who explicitly questions the rebirth by a return to the past, emphasising 
the importance of cultural institutions to embrace modernity, development, and adapt 
tradition to current societal needs and realities.  
This re-affirmation with culture and tradition through framed performances leads to a 
common identification with shared heritage and traditions, as such cultural festivals 
represent important moments of cultural identity and community formation (Derret 
2008; Frost 2016; Leal 2016). Some sort of timeless notion of community is being staged 
here. For example, people testified that ‘it was really interesting and colourful, our culture 
is really rich and beautiful. There are things I had never seen but saw during the festival 
including the rwot himself’.158 Through the dramatisation of custom, participants 
understand and identify themselves with this shared history, values and culture (Quinn 
2005; Rassool & Witz 1993; Turner 1985). As such, through the aesthetical such as the 
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158 Apio B. n.d. Timeline, Acholi Cultural Festival, Viewed 13, September 2018. 
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costumes and the choreographies, the festival has an important ideological outcome: the 
‘redefinition of Acholi identity’ as one of the organisers of the festival mentioned.159 This 
identity is being embodied and represented by His Highness the Paramount Chief. The 
fact that he was the only rwot talking to the audience and his staged performances such 
as his entrance, loaded with royal symbols of power and authority such as the leopard 
skin clearly confirmed the authority of the institution KKa and more particularly its 
leader to represent Acholi custom.160 Acholi Times reported on the festival by stating that 
the event installed a whole new level of confidence in the cultural institution and its 
leadership; ‘Rwot David Onen Acana II got off the festival, a confident man and with a 
probably sense of feeling that he is fully the ‘rwot of Acholi’, after years of being 
harangued by insiders like the stubborn, Yusuf Adek of Pageya'.161 For Acana, whose 
position has been challenged over the years,162 this event was an excellent opportunity to 
reaffirm his power and authority, having access to a whole variety of powerful aesthetics, 
speech and performances to do so.  
Finally, the revival of Acholi tradition and identity was also connected to the economic 
revival and ‘rebirth’ of the region. In discourses as well as in promotion material at the 
festival, the link was made explicit between the preservation of culture and the region’s 
tourism potential. The Uganda Tourism Board and Acholi Tourism cluster made their 
presence very visible at the festival. Also, in the preparation of the festival as well as in 
its aftermath, they were very active in the promotion of the event. On December 14, the 
Uganda Tourism board announced on twitter: ‘Thousands gather at Kaunda Grounds, 
Gulu, for an authentic #African #Cultural experience in #Acholi Cultural Festival, for 
the 1st time after over 30 yrs. #AcholiCulture #visituganda #PearlofAfrica 
#Merrychristmas #festiveseason’.  From the literature, this seems to be a general trend, 
as culture and custom presented in a festival format has become an important economic 
resource in Africa, exploited by private as well as public actors of tourism and 
development (Adrover 2015). Within this political economy reading of the event, the 
promotion of Acholi tradition was part of the broader discourse of the promotion of the 
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159https://kampalapost.com/content/news/acholi-para mount-chief-calls-subjects-home-cultural-
rejuvenation. 
160 The leopard skin is a general expression of authority and leadership in different African cultures (see 
for example Van Bockhaven 2018) 
161 http://www.acholitimes.com/2017/12/17/in-the-end-every-one-took-a-bite-of-the-acholi-cultural-
festival/.  
162 http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Acholi-chief-to-critics--Back-off-my-throne/688334-
2692904-ij4vx9/index.html. 
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‘development of the northern Province’ (Sande Lie 2017). The Paramount Chief himself 
underscored in his speech the importance of positioning Acholi tradition for cultural 
tourism, saying ‘the vast potential will remain forever untapped unless exposed for the 
global market’.  
6.5. Underneath the Image of Unity and Harmony...  
One of the key messages in the discourse of the Acholi festival was unity among Acholi 
people. It was mentioned in all the speeches - including the one by president Museveni 
in which he explicitly pointed it out several times - as well as in the press both before and 
after the festival. KKA had ambitious visions in terms of bringing people together for the 
festival. Irene Atek, the Treasurer of the organising committee stated that the festival was 
expected ‘to attract sons and daughters of Acholi living and working in the diaspora’.163 
As mentioned above, KKA explained that by using a ‘participatory’ approach 
(involvement of volunteers) they wanted to create the feeling of ‘local ownership’. 
However, this so-called ‘ownership’ was a big point of frustration amongst many rwodi. 
The chief of Koro complained that the invitation system of KKA and their demand to 
mobilise their communities was a mere attempt to make it look like they were in charge. 
Yet, the rwodi were only informed and invited one week before the event,164 and ‘in reality 
none of the chiefs was involved in any of the planning committees. It was an initiative of the prime 
minister’.165 For many chiefs being treated as guests was not an honour, it was not 
empowering enough, some felt side-lined as they felt they had to be the ones at the 
forefront organising the event.166  
“Acana [the Paramount Chief] is doing his own things. The chiefs agree on 
everything that takes place, we have committees, but they do not work. He has 
chosen to work with the prime minister.”167 
According to the one rwot, celebration of Acholi culture should start with uniting its 
leaders.168 KKA clearly failed to do so with the festival. As a matter of fact, the festival 
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rejuvenation.  
164 Rwot Baptist Latim, Cuk Pa Chengere, December 2017.  
165 Rwot of Koro, Koro, December 2017. 
166 One of the organisers of the Kitgum Cultural Gala, Bomah grounds, Kitgum, December 2017. 
167 Rwot of Puranga, Puranga, January 2018. 
168 Personal Communication, (anonymous), Gulu, January 2018. 
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could even further have strained the relationship between KKA and the council of chiefs, 
which was not given any authority in the organisation of the event. The dominant 
position of the Paramount Chief was also a debated topic on the festival Facebook page. 
For example, someone posted the following comment: 
“Fine but when would this 'Lawii-Rwodi' thing rotate to other chiefdoms??? Rwot 
Acoli and Lawii-Rwodi Acoli are being used interchangeably. But people should 
remember acoli was an egalitarian society with no one over all chief. So, would 
Payira Clan allow Lawii-Rwodi from another clan to occupy the Ker Kwaro H/Qrs 
in Gulu in case of rotation? Anyway, the whole thing is above culture, it's very 
political…!”169  
The contested notion of one, unified Acholi ethnic identity has been discussed earlier. 
Celebrating ‘the’ Acholi culture in the format of a festival took the form of artist groups 
who strongly identified in the first place with their own particular clan or chiefdom. 
During the festival, I observed them priding in the uniqueness of their culture, each group 
proudly fronting their flags indication who they are and where they come from. In the 
lack of the very few unifying symbols (the Acholi flag and the Paramount Chief himself), 
it was especially these very diverse claims through play, music and dance which had 
mostly caught attention during the celebrations. The performances looked more like the 
manifestation of each group’s desire to prove to the crowd at Kaunda grounds that their 
clan was ‘the best’ in Acholi, and a battle for recognition and visibility.  
The key message in the Paramount Chief’s extended speech, was unity and love for 
Acholi culture. According to him, the root cause of problems in Acholi is the lack of unity 
among people. However, just like ‘unity among Acholi people’ is a layered and 
sometimes contested notion, this is the case as well for ‘unity amongst cultural leaders’. 
Acana’s observation thus seems very accurate when analysing the situation of friction 
and disintegration amongst customary leaders themselves as explained earlier. The 
absence of many rwodi from the festival is a clear indication of this ‘lack of unity’. After 
further investigation, this absence was about much more than just those chiefs being 
critical towards the Paramount Chief but wanting to make a statement by not showing 
up.  
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Actually, it turned out KKA decided to organise the festival on exactly the same date as 
the Acholi Cultural Gala, organised by the Acholi Youth for Sustainable development 
(AYSD) in Kitgum. This community-based organisation founded in 2012 has been 
organising these Cultural Gala’s since 2014, always during the weekend before 
Christmas. The gala is always organised around a specific theme, this years’ team being 
‘food security’.170 The very first gala attracted 22 participating teams and the subsequent 
years the Gala was organised in a competition format.171 This event had always been 
funded by communities and participating groups. No NGO or donors have funded the 
event according to the Vice-chairperson of the AYSD, this was an intentional strategy 
aimed at sustainability and ownership of the event.172 The Gala is similar in many ways 
to the Acholi Cultural Festival. AYSD feels as if KKA has ‘stolen’ their idea and now 
owned it without giving them any credit.173  
In 2017, they had plans to host the Gala in Gulu, and they had requested the support of 
the Paramount Chief, who promised them support (one million UGX but did not fulfil. 
During the past Galas, the Paramount Chief had been the guest honour. Ofcourse, it was 
extremely frustrating and disgruntling for AYSD to see how KKA, by its privileged 
position was able to greatly publicise their event and managed to obtain funds, while 
their festival was in fact just a modified version of their Gala! They were told by KKA to 
postpone the Gala, yet it had been planned way in advance. The loss of their participants, 
fan base and the entire morale was overwhelming for the youth group. Feeling 
completely disillusioned and enraged, they contemplated aborting their own festival. 
Some youth groups of the gala had been approached to participate in the Acholi cultural 
festival, but chose to stay loyal to AYSD.174 Some groups did join the festival in Gulu, so 
the AYSD groups were split, impacting their performance.175 It was told to me that the 
mood at the gala was really bad and dull, the turn-up was discouraging, the tents were 
empty, and that “it was like days of mourning”.176  
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170 Themes of the earlier years have been ‘land conflict resolutions’, ‘end child marriages’ etc. (interview 
with vice president of AYSD, Bomah ground, Kitgum, December 2017. This reflects a strong connection to 
the dominant donor discourses.  
171 One of the organisers of the Kitgum Cultural Gala, Bomah grounds, Kitgum, December 2017.  
172 Vice chairperson, AYSD, Bomah grounds, Kitgum December 2017. 
173 One of the organisers of the Kitgum Cultural Gala, Bomah grounds, Kitgum, December 2017. 
174 A young man Reagan, from Madiope, Bomah Ground, Kitgum. December 2017. 
175 A member of the Ribebe dance group, Bomah Ground, Kitgum, December 2017. 
176 Rwot Baptist Latim, Cuk Pa Chengere, December, 2017. 
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Yet, support and encouragement came from those chiefs who felt excluded by KKA and 
its activities, amongst them Yusef Adek of Pageya and Baptist Latim from Pawel. In total, 
22 chiefs were present at their Gala, for example the rwot of Alokolum and the rwot of 
Ogole, and as such did not appear at the Acholi Cultural Festival. Those chiefs that felt 
side-lined by KKA and were frustrated about the way KKA had by-passed them in 
organising the festival, decided to boycott the festival and attend the Gala instead.177 This 
Gala at least provided them with a platform on which they could appear, speak and 
demonstrate their authority. As all the press was present in Gulu town, the Gala was not 
covered by radio and newspapers this time. The only politician attending this festival 
was a former MP, and the RDC of Kitgum, would pass by to award the winners of the 
competition at the end of the festival178.  
So underneath the image of harmony and unity, the Acholi Cultural Festival, after careful 
analysis, exposes the strong fault-lines within customary authority. In the following 
chapter, these fault lines will be further analysed in more detail. It shows how KKA’s 
efforts to re-boost its image are confronted with a strong crisis of legitimacy not only from 
outside, but especially also from within. 
6.6. The Politics of the 'Festive State' 
Observations from the festival strongly confirm the redefining engagement with the 
Ugandan state as described in the previous chapter. Where the absence of humanitarian 
and development actors was striking, presence of the state was striking too. Apart from 
the donations, the venue and the large presence of politicians and state officials, it was 
ofcourse the presence of the president himself which strongly symbolised the power of 
the festival as a political stage. Ministers were given the floor to talk to the audience, not 
the rwodi. The reproduction of ‘stateness’ through cultural performances such as festivals 
has been described in detail by for example Petit (2013) or Guss (2000) in his book ‘the 
festive state’. Bringing such large numbers of people together, festivals offer an important 
mobilising potential. Interestingly, during the festival, rumours circulated in Gulu town 
about the main opposition leader, Dr. Kizza Besigye planning to attend the festival on the 
last day.179 After the festival, someone told me he had travelled to Gulu the second day 
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177 Chief of Pageya, Mican village in Bardege, December 2017; chief of Pawel, Cuk Pa Chengere, 
December 2017. 
178 One of the organisers of the cultural Gala, Bomah Grounds, Kitgum, December 2017. 
179 Informal talk with participants of the festival and with my research assistants. 
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of the festival and was hosted in a hotel by opposition politicians, but in the end decided 
to not attend the festival when the presence of Museveni as the chief guest was confirmed.  
The presence of Museveni at the festival was food for strong contestation in the public 
debates the weeks and days preceding the festival. When part of the negative perception 
of KKA stems from its close relation to politics and the institution sympathising too much 
with the regime, they did not seem to put any effort in countering this perception, to the 
contrary. Social media exploded on the topic; a telling example is the following Facebook 
post:  
“How do you invite such Monster as the chief guest? Is he a chief guest or the Thief 
guest? The one who invited this remorseless killer is a person who does not love 
his/her people”.180 
Political opposition framed it a scandal that Museveni would be the chief guest during 
the Acholi Celebration.181 The invitation of the president as chief guest was a strong 
divisive factor among the people in Gulu, which eventually prompted some people to 
exclude themselves by cancelling their attendance, including prominent people such as 
the human rights lawyer Nicholas Opiyo.182 The former Gulu University guild president 
Okidi tried to mobilise people of KKA to resist the invitation of the president as chief 
guest at the festival.183 The Paramount Chief defended the decision saying they invited 
the president ‘to place Acholi Culture and heritage firmly onto the national development 
pathway’184 
For these critics, the Acholi Festival was a celebration of the strength and resilience of 
Acholi identity and culture, despite the effort by the NRM regime to put them down. The 
president to them symbolised the suffering that Acholi had endured over decades. As 
such, different political interpretations or narratives of the festival existed along each 
other. The national youth leader of the Democratic Party from Acholi wrote that in such 
a context, “even a fool then would not miss the point that Museveni is a delicate guest at 
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180 Kambeja, M, n.d, Timeline, Acholi Cultural Festival, Viewed 13, September 2018 
https://www.facebook.com/acoliculturalfestival2017/. 
181 https://mutonoblog.wordpress.com/2017/12/14/uganda-choosing-museveni-as-chief-guest-at-a-
cultural-festival-attracts-hullabaloo/.  
182 http://www.blackstarnews.com/global-politics/africa/uganda-choosing-museveni-as-chief-guest-at-
a-cultural-festival. 
183 https://ugandaradionetwork.com/story/acholi-divided-over-musevenis-invite-to-cultural-festival. 
184 https://ugandaradionetwork.com/story/acholi-divided-over-musevenis-invite-to-cultural-festival. 
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such a function, except if a public apology is intended”.185 For him, it was clear that the 
cultural process had been hijacked by the political elite and more particularly the NRM.  
Although explicit NRM symbols were absent from the festival, the president himself was 
the most powerful symbol. The cool reaction of the audience to his appearance showed 
the contested nature of it. The festival offered a strong stage for the regime to reinforce 
itself and to visibly display the patron-client relationships it holds with KKA. All the local 
press was talking about the days after the festival was the president giving UGX 20 
million to ‘his friend’ rwot Acana. As such, these observations confirm Van Binsbergen’s 
study, showing how the festival offers an open, public space for political patronage (Van 
Binsbergen 1999). On the one hand, these forms of patronage are to a certain extent 
important for cultural leaders to construct their legitimacy and it is part of their historical 
broker functions as mentioned earlier in this dissertation. On the other hand, the line 
between brokering or patronage and being ‘corrupted by politics’ seems to be thin.  
The cultural festival seemed to offer an encounter between the Paramount Chief and 
president Museveni which both parties ‘needed’ to generate legitimacy, and in which 
both had their own agendas. For the Paramount Chief, being able to have the President 
himself as his guest, demonstrates his power and position. For president Museveni, 
participating in these cultural events and aligning with their leaders offers the possibility 
for seeking local connections to communities all over the country. We observe similar 
tendencies in the case of the Buganda Kingdom for example, where complex relations of 
mutual dependency are displayed in similar cultural performances and ‘festive 
encounters’ between the King and the President. Another interesting parallel is to be 
found when comparing to the manifestation of politics at religious festivals in northern 
Uganda. Henni Alava (2017) has described in detail how these are equally interesting 
stages from which one can observe the deeply interwoven relationships between politics 
and churches and reveal networks of patronage. She has demonstrated how similar 
public church events function as platforms of performances of statehood, and provide 
arenas for political debate and critique on the Ugandan government. 
The President’s explicit political message at the festival was subject of much media 
attention: despite the close relationship between KKA and the regime, the regime would 
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185 http://www.whispereye.com/2017/12/12/president-museveni-is-a-delicate-guest-at-the-acholi-
cultural-festival-christopher-okidi/. 
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not accept the cultural institution from engaging in politics (although practically, this 
might seem a misnomer). This continuously reproduced image of the a-political nature 
of the cultural institution is observed throughout the entire country. It is part of 
Museveni’s attempts of control and containment of the mobilising potential of cultural 
leaders (Reuss & Titeca 2016). While Museveni urges cultural leaders to be non-partisan, 
his actions speak to the fact that cultural leaders need to support the current regime for 
their survival. As the case of the Rwenzori kingdom has demonstrated, when a cultural 
leader openly supports the opposition, the outcomes can be violent, as was the case before 
the 2016 elections.186.  Museveni’s strategies of trying to keep his control and influence of 
the Rwenzori Kingdom (through patronage and political manipulation) have been 
demonstrated in this case in extreme proportions (Beevor & Titeca; Reuss & Titeca 2016).  
The contours of the relationship between the state and the cultural institution were thus 
once again clearly drawn by the president and confirmed by his participation at the 
festival. We need to understand these dynamics within a context in which Museveni tries 
to control customary authority all over the country by incorporating them into his 
patronage networks as described earlier, and as will further be developed in the 
following chapter.  
6.7. Conclusion  
As noted by Parkin et al., ‘the power of chieftaincy today derives paradoxically from the 
fact that it operates virtually outside the formal purview of the state, yet it articulates 
informally with the state through rituals which mask a vast array of personal transactions 
among ordinary people and officials of the state and other national-level elites, especially 
those with great wealth’ (Parkin et al. 1996, p. 21). From the observation of the 
performances and repertoires before, during and after the festival, it was clear that this 
proximity was not ‘masked’ at all, and these personal relationships even seemed to be 
celebrated in public. Rwot Acana saw his position confirmed as the ultimate ‘head’ of 
Acholi cultural matters.  
Material events such as the cultural festival offer the researcher a unique opportunity to 
better understand how power is symbolically articulated in performances and rituals 
(Geertz 1980). The festival is a magnification of this ceremonial aspect. Van Binsbergen 
(1999) argues that this spectacular display of this form of symbolic capital is because 
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186 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-38169262. 
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chiefs have lost much of their other forms of capital. This is clearly the case for KKA in 
its position of total crisis. KKA experienced its power base weakening, and started 
‘desperately experimenting with new strategies of survival’ in a ‘retreat to nostalgic 
cultural symbolic production’ (Van Binsbergen 1999). The use of the past as a powerful 
register was very visible during the festival. In asserting themselves and their power in 
the present, chiefs borrow heavily from the repertoires of the eternal – customary, age-
old rules and powers. Referring itself back in time, newfound legitimacy seeks to reclaim, 
and recommission the residues of past political capital Comarrof & Comaroff 2018, p 14). 
The case of the cultural festival has offered us very concrete examples of this. 
What can all of this eventually teach us about customary authority and rwotship? I admit 
that I expected the rwodi, themselves, during the three-day event, to be displaying and 
using these powerful resources, registers and repertoires to underpin their claim to 
legitimacy and authority. For example, van Binsbergen shows how chiefs use the 
repertoire of authenticity and knowledge and ownership of pre-colonial practise during 
this kind of festivals to legitimise their power ‘by exchanging the one resource they have 
in abundance: competence in symbolic production, for political and economic power’ 
(Van Binsbergen 1999, p. 98). At the Acholi festival, however, the ones claiming this 
knowledge were the clan-elders. It was however uniquely the cultural institution KKA 
and more particularly the Paramount Chief as an individual, who had the possibility to 
draw from these registers and mobilise these repertoires. Other rwodi were rather passive 
and absent. KKA stood at the centre, but not as the whole of 54 individual chiefdoms, but 
as the personalised institution of Rwot Acana. Rwotship, here, was being narrowly 
represented and embodied by ‘His Highness’.  
If we have to understand the cultural festival as a ‘generative political moment’ (Hansen 
2004: 24), the festival generated for the audience, external actors and the local and 
international press the materialisation of the power and legitimacy of rwot David Onen 
Ocana. At the same time, it generated for the Acholi customary chiefs the materialisation 
of the contested nature of this power. For Acana’s critics within the institution, the festival 
was a symbol of his will to reign alone and of his uncritical relationship with the regime.  
In the following chapter, we will further develop the power dynamics within customary 
authority, using the concept of ‘Big Men’ politics. 
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Chapter 7. ‘Big men’ Customary Authority 
 
7.1. Introduction 
With the withdrawal of funds, the position and relevance of the cultural institution KKA 
has dwindled fast. Its breakdown left individual rwodi to handle their chiefdom issues on 
their own. KKA’s disintegration left the customary leaders fragmented, and increasingly 
divided (for example within the council of chiefs). As one informant from ARLPI stated 
during an interview: 
“There is an increasing division between the chiefs, with chiefs as rivals and strong 
competition today. They are divided. This started with their revival, as Ker Kwaro 
does not recognise certain of the [sic] chiefs. But their internal rivalry only 
grew.”187 
But at the same time, it represented again a new phase in Acholi customary authority. It 
was again a new moment from which rwodi needed to rethink their position and 
reconstruct their legitimacy and authority. It closed an institutionalised form of access to 
resources of authority and power, but at the same time it created openings for new 
dynamics and manifestations of customary authority. In this post-humanitarian context, 
new networks and figures could emerge. In this chapter, we will observe how some chiefs 
could grow from brokers into Big Men themselves. This chapter puts forward the rivalry 
between two main Acholi ‘customary Big Men’, and identifies how the crisis of the first 
one has given rise to the success of the other one.  
I will use the concept of Big Men power and ‘Bigmanity’ developed within political 
anthropology to understand how power operates within and is distributed amongst 
actors of customary authority in current day Acholiland. This approach enables us to 
study the manifestation of customary authority in the form of personal power and the 
creation of a loyal ‘network’. It also enables us to further understand the contemporary 
nature of rwotship. The Big Man position of the customary chief is not used in this chapter 
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to study the relationship between chiefs and their ‘clansmen’, ‘subjects’ or community 
members, but the relationships of power and hierarchy that have emerged amongst 
Acholi rwodi. To understand the effects of humanitarian and post-humanitarian external 
interventions on these internal power relations, two cases of Big Men will be documented 
in further detail in this chapter.  
The first one is the Paramount Chief himself, whose origins have been described earlier 
in chapter 4. His position and legitimacy are built on references to the historical dominant 
position of the Payira chiefdom (see chapter 3). To the contrary, the second case of Yusuf 
Adek very different, with a chiefdom that is not the result of a distinguished ‘royal’ 
pedigree based on traditional chiefdom of long historical standing, but rather in the 
circumstances of the customary landscape of today. Moreover, his rise to becoming a 
highly influential rwot has occurred only very recently, and has been able to establish 
himself in that position, or, 'grow', without significant outside donor support. This makes 
a comparison interesting, as it reveals the role of registers of ‘the past’ and ‘authenticity’ 
in individual rwotship today. As we will see, these two Big Man refer to and have access 
to different registers, resources and practices in the construction of their public authority.  
With the shrinking donor funds channelled into customary networks, we observe the 
importance of other material and symbolic, private and political resources to maintain 
the authority of the Big Men. This chapter, using the Big Man political concept, thus helps 
us to further capture the role of patronage in the construction of customary authority and 
the negotiation of this authority in interaction with other powerful actors in the political 
arena.  
7.2. Bigmanity 
The work by Marshall Sahlins, studying and identifying ideal types of political 
organisation in Malenesia and Polenesia (1963) is often referred to as the foundation off 
the concept of Big Men in political anthropology. Sahlins made a clear distinction 
between on the one hand the tradition chief, whose authority is based on an ascribed or 
inherited position, and the Big Men, whose authority is gained by actions and 
competition ‘with other ambitious men’. The charismatic authority of chiefs is based 
amongst other things on ‘acts which elevate them above the common herd (Sahlins 1963, 
p. 289, in Utas 2012, p. 6). Sahlins’ studies on Malynesian Big Men has inspired other 
scholars to further conceptualise Big Men politics in the study of current forms of political 
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power and authority in for example Africa. Yet, our case of customary chiefs in 
Acholiland, demonstrates the important position of ‘customary big men’, at the 
intersection of Sahlins’s distinction. Within African socio-political orders, chiefly 
authority has historically combined authority institutionalised in patrilineal succession 
and inheritance of patrimony with big man-like authority, which is based on a person’s 
talents like wisdom and the ability to inspire awe and persuade (Verweijen & Van 
Bockhaven, forthcoming). 
I find for example the work and definitions of Mats Utas (2012) very useful to understand 
Acholi customary authority in the form of Big Men (and their networks). Utas 
conceptualises Bigmanity as the capacity to convert economic resources into political 
authority. Big Men do so in a moral framework of reciprocity, by providing services such 
as protection to their followers. McCauley (2012) notes that the Big Man-follower 
relationship or patron- client relationship operates in such a relationship where the Big 
Man has material resources, services and opportunities which others do not have access 
to. As such; Big Man rule conventionally describes the relationships between patron and 
client in a patrimonial system, with an emphasis on the personal sometimes almost 
mystical power of the patron and the distance between leader and subject (McCauley 
2012). The exchange between the distribution of resources and loyalty is key here. These 
followers are described by Utas as their ‘networks’, and the relation between them is 
dynamic: as much as people in the network need their big men (to provide them with 
services, resources, positions, identity), big men also need the loyalty of their followers. 
Because without followers, the Big Man is simply a man, without any ability to mobilise 
people (Utas 2012, p. 6). The Big Men networks are thus characterised by forms of 
exchange or relationships engendered by mutual interest and reputations. As such, Big 
Men are maintained in their position by their followers, whose attachment or loyalty to 
the Big Man lasts until he can no longer realise the followers’ interests. At that moment, 
followers can turn their back to the Big Men and join another Big Men’s network if 
available. The position of the Big Man is thus challenged by the different Big Men who 
compete with one another in ongoing processes of reciprocity and re-distribution of 
material and political resources. Networks are therefore dynamic, and can inform us 
about the dynamic character of legitimacy as a constant process under construction.  
Bigmanity as a theoretical concept to study patronage politics can be used to explain 
dynamics and actors as diverse as Pentecostal churches (McCauley 2012), heads of states 
such as President Kagame of Rwanda, (Booth and Golooba-Mutebi 2012), Malawi’s Bingi 
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Wa Matharika (Shawa 2011), Ugandan army generals (Vlassenroot & Perot 2012) or rebels 
and ex-combatants in Sierra Leone (Christensen 2012). Much of the literature on Big Men 
politics in Africa has emerged within the framework of African ‘weak states’, in which 
Big Men emerge as ‘alternative forms of governance’ that often do not replace formal 
institutions but co-exist alongside each other (Utas 2012). This is especially common in 
conflict areas where state institutions have greatly been weakened. However, Shawa’s 
study of the Bigman rule in Malawi for example, shows a different trend by which state 
institutions play a key role in the extension of Big Man rule, and the two reinforce each 
other. Further, current-day references to Big Man in Africa, including Uganda, are 
actually in reference to presidents trying to stay in power ‘for ever’.188 
The following part of this chapter illustrates that customary leaders’ position of Big Man 
in the current Acholi customary landscape is based on access to material resources as well 
as charisma. We will see that to attract ‘followers’ and feed their loyalty, customary Big 
Men use different registers. The study of these registers is informative to the shifting 
position of customary authority throughout the years of war, post-war reconstruction 
and post-post-war current dynamics in Acholiland.  
7.3. The Paramount Chief, 'His Highness' Rwot David Onen Acana II 
“Chief Guest dong tye kany” shouted the crowd at the cultural festival, “our chief guest is 
already here”, when the MC said he continued to wait for the chief guest to arrive before 
the function could start (see chapter 6). Consciously confusing the position of the Acholi 
Paramount Chief Rwot Acana with the position of president Museveni illustrates the 
special position accorded to the former.  
Rwot David Onen Acana II became chief in 2000 when his father, Rwot Godfrey Acana 
died right after he was elected as Paramount Chief (see chapter 4). The election of father 
and son Acana needs to be understood in the ‘special’ position occupied by the Payira 
chiefdom in the customary landscape throughout the past century (see chapter 3 and 4 
and described in further detail by Paine 2014). This gave him a very special position and 
legitimacy strongly rooted in the register of the well-known documented history of the 
Payira chiefdom. Further, as described in chapter 3, this position resulted in him 
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188 See for example:  The Big Man syndrome in Africa: https://africasacountry.com/2016/03/the-big-
man-syndrome-in-africa/; or for Uganda: https://www.theguardian.com/global-
development/2016/feb/24/africa-big-men-deliver-know-when-to-go-elections.   
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becoming the very first chief to function in the ‘revived’ position of the Paramount 
Chief.189 At that time, David Acana had been working in Rwanda. In 2005, as part of the 
ACORD process as described in chapter 4, the public coronation ceremony was 
conducted for him. The ceremony was big, with a projected budget of UGX 65 million, 
and attended by the president of Uganda, other government officials, several NGOs and 
donors (Paine 2014). His position as Paramount Chief from that moment was ‘imaged’ 
very similar to the position of monarchs in the rest of the country.   
As the head of KKA, he became a key subject to be empowered by the external actors that 
needed KKA as their main partner. Rwot Acana was nominated by Randy Harris, a 
former World Bank delegate to Uganda and senior consultant on northern Uganda to 
USAID, for a scholarship to undertake the international visitors’ Programme in the US. 
This programme was aimed at empowering young African leaders. However, due to the 
bombing of the twin towers in 2001, his US experience was cut short, and he was 
recommended for another training on conflict resolution in the UK (Paine 2014). This 
education, empowerment and training in the field of peacebuilding became important 
resources his capacity as the ‘king’ of the Acholi rwodi.  
His roles during the conflict, the peace process and transitional justice interventions have 
been described in chapter 4. In an interview with a member of Conciliation Resources in 
2010, Acana speaks of his role during the conflict as “meeting key individuals and policy 
makers on the need to keep the option for dialogue open as the most feasible and 
sustainable way of bringing peace."190 In effect, in 1996, Acana is remembered to have led 
a delegation of 40 people, chiefs and elders, to meet president Museveni and ask him to 
allow them to continue their negotiations with the LRA (O’Kadameri 2002). Acana also 
says he met with John Garang, then leader of SPLM/A191, and requested him to talk to 
the LRA to try and establish a communication link with them in 2003 (Conciliation 
Resources 2010). This capacity, as key negotiator in the peace process is another very 
powerful practice and performance to draw from to underline the legitimacy of his 
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189 As explained in chapter 3, this position was put in place in 1950 under British rule. 
190 https://www.c-r.org/downloads/11s_7Interview-His%20Highness_2010_ENG.pdf. 
191 John Garang was the leader of the SPLM/A or South Sudanese people’s Liberation Movement/Army, 
a rebel group in South Sudan that was fighting the Khartoum government. Its presence gave the LRA a 
comfortable base to establish itself since the military atmosphere was conducive for rebel activity. The 
LRA also got support from the Acholi in South Sudan whom they considered to be their brothers 
(Nasong’o, 2016). 
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position as the Paramount Chief. Being a key negotiator or mediator in the peace process 
was in fact an amplification of the chief’s role as a broker. 
It is clear that as Paramount Chief, Rwot Acana had many privileges other rwodi did not 
have. He also holds power over the other rwodi, in a way this had not been the case prior 
to the creation of KKA. The most explicit form of power is the official recognition of chiefs 
by KKA. The Paramount Chief decides who is in the council of chiefs and who is not. As 
already mentioned, some chiefs only claimed recognition of their chiefdoms after the 
ACORD process, some of whom not recognised by KKA and as such referred to by for 
example the KKA prime minister as ‘self-proclaimed’ chiefs.  
As we could observe through the earlier chapters, his authority is not broadly legitimised, 
being the Paramount Chief also does not grant Acana an automatic network of followers. 
Where this used to be the case during the success period of KKA, this has changed today. 
Several chiefs are no longer ‘loyal’ to him. The main reason to stick with him as a Big Man 
was access to international recognition and resources through KKA, not because of his 
charismatic personality. From my talks and observations with the customary chiefs and 
with KKA staff I had the impression that Rwot Acana heavily relies on his prime minister 
to interact with partners and outsiders. In relation to the rwodi in his network, Acana 
needs to fulfil his ‘patron-client’ obligations (McCauley 2012). Offering people jobs within 
KKA or channelling donor money is no longer possible. The remaining resources he has 
access to, are located largely within the state.  
Some people question Acana’s abilities to survive without Museveni’s support.192 The 
chief’s relation to the Uganda’s ‘ultimate Big Man’ have been illustrated in the earlier 
chapter. There are several other examples of this relation in which the regime supports 
Acana in return for his loyalty. In 2017, the NGO Human Rights Focus based in Gulu 
received an eviction notice from the Paramount Chief, indicating that the president had 
given to him the building that they had been inhabiting since 1994.193  
The position of the Paramount Chief as a Big Man in customary authority and at the same 
time a client of the president is not always an easy one to manoeuvre within. By the 
patronage relationship with the regime he is supposed to defend this regime, but as the 
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192 Rwot, anonymous, July 2016; Rwot Adek, December 2017. 
193 Director, Human Rights Focus, Gulu, 9 January 2018, LSE researcher, Gulu, December 2017. 
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head of the cultural institution, he is also supposed to defend the cultural interests and 
rights of the Acholi in general.  
As such, although he is ‘with the regime’, his role is also to confront the regime. The issue 
of land is again an interesting issue to look into. As the Paramount Chief, Acana, just like 
other customary chiefs takes up the role as a representative of the communities facing 
land eviction and related violence. For example, in December 2016, Acana, from his 
palace, declared in front of a group of journalists that he promised ‘to mobilise his 
subjects to kill all elephants that stray from Murchison Falls National Park that destroy 
crops in Acholi sub-region’.194 The elephants had destroyed hundreds of acres of 
farmland in Nwoya, Amuru, Kitgum and Agago districts. Acana, going against Uganda 
Wildlife Authority stated that ‘we are aware that it is against the law to kill those 
elephants, but if we are victimised and prosecuted, we will have saved ourselves from 
hunger’. Yet, one week later, when Rwot Acana drove back home to Gulu from a cultural 
Gala in Moyo, his car was stopped in Pabbo, his bodyguard was being disarmed and 
Acana held at gunpoint by the police and army. The operation was described later that 
day as a case of a ‘mistaken identity’.195 KKA prime minister immediately assured the 
press that this mistakenly interception had nothing to do with Acana’s promise to kill the 
elephants, but this could not stop rumours going that it was a clear intimidation attempt.  
On other occasions, however, the Paramount Chief has been accused of being too passive 
in cases of land conflicts, and of not defending his people when they experience 
government’s encroachment on their land.196 For example, when women in Amuru 
protested by publicly baring their breasts, Rwot Acana immediately condemned this 
action, calling it ‘a string abomination in the culture of Acholi people’.197 Also, when the 
Acwa ranch, (belonging to the government) extended beyond its boundaries to encroach 
on community land, the Paramount chief did nothing after the community members 
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194 http://www.savetheelephants.org/about-elephants-2-3-2/elephant-news-post/?detail=uganda-
acholi-paramount-chief-promises-to-kill-stray-elephants. 
195 http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Armed-operatives-put-Rwot-Acana-at-
gunpoint/688334-3503980-3mlbexz/index.html. 
196 This passive stance led to Member of Parliament, Betty Ocan, publicly questioning this continued 
silence of the Paramount Chief on the issue of land and called for his actions and engagement in 
protecting the rights and ownership of land in the Acholi sub region. http://tndnewsug.com/rwot-onen-
acana-ii-asks-government-to-respect-court-order-on-apaa/. 
197 https://ugandaradionetwork.com/story/amuru-nude-protests-undermine-women-dignity-acholi-
chief-. 
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asked him to intervene.198 This resonates with the findings of the detailed study by the 
JASLF, documenting how community members often complained about rwodi being 
corrupted or failing to protect the people’s land (Atkinson et al. 2018). 
The issue of land grabbing is interesting to take a closer look into. During my research, 
the Paramount Chief was being accused of (in informal talks, in newspaper articles) 
several times to be involved in land grabbing. Although I have not researched this in 
further detail, the stories, or rumours, are informative in itself on the way this Big Men’s 
access to a very valuable resource (land) is perceived. Several rumours go around on 
Acana being involved in ‘fishy’ land deals, for instance during the construction of the 
Kitgum- Gulu road, when the Chinese construction company sought to buy lands from a 
rock community, somehow the name of Rwot Acana come up.199 During fieldwork, 
several times people referred to Ocana as possessing many properties. There are 
speculations that the Paramount Chief gave land to the Madhvani group of companies.200 
He apparently concocted a survey on behalf of the people of Acholi and concluded that 
61% of the people in the study agreed to the give land to the Madhvani Group. There is 
a document that came out of this ‘survey’ that was given to government. The Paramount 
Chief also concluded that the 29,000 people that were living in Apaa had not been living 
there earlier. When the Madi were killing the Acholi, the Paramount Chief was not 
helpful.201 
The KKA corruption scandals and the withdrawal from donor agencies have crippled the 
position of Acana as Big Man. It did not only make him loose donor support, it also made 
him loose some of his ‘followers’. Those remaining in Acana’s ‘network’, are those that 
remain close to the Paramount Chief such as Rwot Lugai, Rwot Collins of Koch Angaka, 
Toorach Raimondo of Paibona, Kinyera Vincent of palabek and Omal Alfred of Padibe.  
Being loyal to Rwot Acana involves publicly defending him as the ultimate Acholi 
cultural leader (something that, given the current climate, has become more and more 
difficult).  
During the period of heavy donor funding, connection to Big Man Acana offered 
customary leaders privileged access to donor resources as discussed in earlier chapters. 
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198 Rwot Pawel, Cuk Pa Chengere, August 2016; Submission of the rwot of Atiak to the Land board in 2017. 
199 Anonymous, Gulu, December 2017. 
200 https://www.madhvanifoundation.com/content/madhvani-group-companies. 
201 Anonymous, Gulu, December 2017. 
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Although times have changed, being connected to KKA can still offer a stage for 
customary leaders to exercise their authority. For new arriving development 
organisations or researchers, KKA might not be the preferred local partner anymore, it 
stays until today the first point of reference or centre of expertise people newcomers go 
to for everything that has to do with culture and tradition. As such, Acana still holds the 
position of the main spokesperson and ‘representative’ of Acholi custom. Loyalty to the 
Paramount Chief is rewarded by for example appointments to the positions within KKA 
(like being on the mediation committee of KKA). People within KKA positions further 
expand Acana’s patronage networks. For example, the entire network of KKA volunteers 
was organised by the organisation CEED, led by a close friend of the KKA prime minister, 
and the prime ministers’ wife serving on their board. Another ‘service’ provided by the 
Big Man is protection. For example, rwodi in Acana’s network will be backed up in case 
of a conflict (even when putting the chief against his own clansmen/women). For 
example, I was informed of a rwot who was accused of having extorted money from a 
family that had requested his intervention. When this family, after consulting the elders, 
decided to take the case directly to KKA, KKA dismissed the case on grounds that ‘the 
family did not follow the right protocol’.202 The elder who told me about it, was 
disappointed with the turn of events. For him, this felt like the chief could go away with 
anything, as long as he had the backing of Paramount Chief. Then there is also the case 
of the rwot of Lamogi. He, Rwot Otinga Otto Yai, was strongly devoted to KKA and even 
holding the title of 2nd deputy to the Paramount Chief. He was such a close and loyal 
rwot to the Paramount Chief that the latter himself shielded the rwot when in 2010 he was 
ousted by his own clan members (being accused of among other things, corruption, 
inciting land disputes and meddling in politics and incompetence).203 When the clan 
members of Lamogi chiefdom selected a new chief, the Paramount Chief refused and 
arranged as such that rwot of Lamogi could be reinstated.204 However, interestingly, this 
same chief now has ‘switched’ Big Man networks, and is not close to Acana anymore. He 
lost his position as his Highness’ 2nd deputy. Upon his exoneration from being 
permanently ousted, he returned to KKA to find he had been replaced, and all efforts to 
regain this position were futile. This frustrated him greatly, and he has joined the main 
‘rival’ Big Man, Yusuf Adek. This is only one example of chiefs I met at the start of my 
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202 An elder, Koro, January 2018; KKA staff member, Gulu, January 2018. 
203 https://allafrica.com/stories/201002031137.html.  
204 https://allafrica.com/stories/201002031137.html.  
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fieldwork in 2014, which have shifted from being Acana’s ‘allies’ to turning their back on 
them.  
The growing opposition towards KKA and its Big Men are influenced by the dynamics 
as described in chapter 5, and by the fact that Acana never managed to fully legitimise 
his Paramount position, which according to many should in fact be rotational. From KKA 
itself, interestingly, it is argued that the political opposition is fuelling the growing 
opposition towards the Paramount Chief. For example, one KKA staff member told me 
Aswa county MP Reagan Okumu would use KKA scandals to de-campaign the 
institution from obtaining funds from donors.205 The growing discontent with KKA and 
its Big Man, has resulted in the emergence of a ‘rival’ Big Man network, headed by Rwot 
Yusef Adek.  
7.4. Rwot Yusuf Okwonga Adek, the ‘Rebel’ Chief and his Network 
This emerging Big Man Adek, identifies in many ways as the ‘antipode’ of his rival, Rwot 
Acana. Where he blames Acana for being corrupt, be identifies himself as just, where 
Acana is ‘with the donors’, Adek is proud of stressing the fact that he is ‘with the 
community’ or ‘with the people’.206 The Rwot Adek cohort, capitalises on their reputation 
as upholding the ‘right values of Acholi culture’, and chiefs being close to Adek ‘acting 
as true representation of the cultural institution’.  This is interesting, and maybe even 
ironic to a certain degree, since Adek only installed himself as a rwot very recently, and 
as such his claims to custom cannot be drawn from the register of the ‘authentic past’ as 
in the case of Acana.  
The tension and opposition between the two Big Men can be observed from different 
dynamics. Adek’s network of rwodi refers to Acana’s network as being corrupt, morally 
lacking and misleading the Acholi society in terms of Acholi culture.207 On the other 
hand, the Rwot Acana network and KKA, see Rwot Adek’s followers as ‘rebels’, 

205 KKA staff member, Gulu, September, 2016; see also 
http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/688334-848764-caj1jgz/index.html. 
206 From talking to Adek himself, but also from what other people say about him. 
207 Rwot Baptist, December 2017; Rwot Adek, Mican vllage in Bardege, August 2017; other rwodi over the 
period of research, 2015-2018.  
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‘masqueraders’, ‘unrecognised’, ‘illegitimate’ and ‘self-proclaimed chiefs’, ‘failing to live 
up to the values of the cultural institution’.208  
All the chiefs I talked to have something to say about Yusuf Adek, being referred to as 
‘fearless’, ‘confrontational’, ‘controversial’ and ‘stubborn’.209 Many controversies 
circulate about him too, said be a ‘rebel leader’ having been with LRA, having ‘forcefully 
installed himself’ without having any customary roots in the form of connection to a royal 
lineage. Another controversy stems from the fact that Adek is often associated with other 
controversial persons such as Kakoza Mutale, a retired army officer and advisor to 
president Museveni, who is always seen as taking the law in his own hands and being 
untouchable by the government.210 
7.4.1. A contested Installation: The Creation of a Chiefdom  
Rwot Yusuf Adek was installed as chief of Pageya only in 2013. Despite this late 
installation, Adek seems to be one of the most popular rwodi in the region. His position 
and legitimacy are contested by KKA authorities and in effect, KKA has refused to 
officially recognise him among the recognised Acholi chiefs. The main reason for this, is 
Pageya formerly being part of Patiko chiefdom as a non-royal (lobong) clan, now under 
Adek decided to institutionalise a chiefdom it its own. These tendencies of breaking away 
of a chiefdom to become one itself, is part of the dynamic process of chiefdom formation. 
Another example is the Obusinga Bwa Rwenzuru which was part of the Tooro kingdom 
before it broke away and became recognised as an independent institution (Paine 2014). 
According to Adek’s version of history, Pageya was headed as an independent chiefdom 
by Galdino Orengo, who died in 1988, and there had not been a chief till the installation 
of Adek, in 2013. Adek, however, is not a son to this ‘last chief’ and other people claim, 
he also does not hail from any royal family at all.211 Further, KKA says that over time, 
members of the Pageya clan have assimilated into Patiko chiefdom with some holding 
key position on its (Patiko) council of elders. These elders are not in support of the 
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208 Several staff members of KKA over the period of research, Gulu, 2015-2018. 
209 Several interviews and casual discussions talked about the controversial nature of Rwot Adek. 
210 https://allafrica.com/stories/200406290714.html  
211 Focus group discussion elders of Pageya clan and Koro, Boka Village, September 2016; Koro, 
September 2016. 
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creation of Pageya chiefdom. The fact that Adek is not from a royal lineage is used by 
KKA to refer to Adek as just ‘masquerading’ as rwot.212  
The story of the Pageya chiefdom is a good illustration of the fluidity of chiefdoms and 
their authority claims. Historically, during migration processes in the 1750s from Pawiir 
Bunyoro, Pageya was an independent clan. The clan, together with their rwot and other 
clans moved north along river Tochi, to Oyam and Odek to Pajule. At Pajule, clans split 
and moved in different directions; north, south and west. It was at Got Agu that the 
Pageya people abandoned their rwot and joined the Patiko rwot after their rwotship had 
been undermined by some groups (Crazzolara 1950). This is how it lost its chiefdom 
status.  
Big Man Rwot Adek and his staff (or network) has over the past years carefully 
constructed a written narrative on the history of the chiefdom. This narrative can at 
several aspects not be validated by other historical accounts or resources. Its construction 
in itself shows to be in itself an important chiefly ‘practice’ to construct chiefly authority. 
The outcome, a written document titled Pageya Chiefdom Five Pillars has become a material 
resource continuously used by Adek to legitimise his rwotship. It includes reference to 
several registers of historic, authentic and almost mythical power, which can be observed 
as well in constructed narratives of several other chiefdoms. The introduction of the 
Pageya handbook narrates how the Pageya migrated from Misri (Egypt) led by Rwot Jok 
Tany. It goes ahead to list a number of 16 other chiefs who ruled before Adek. The 
reference to these lists is a crucial step in the construction of this register of historical 
legitimacy; Paine has described in detail how the construction, reconstruction and 
manipulation of these lists is a practice to be observed in the case of several Acholi 
chiefdoms (Paine 2014). The book further explains that the last rwot on the list is Galdino 
Orengo, a retired World War II officer who had been crowned in 1946 and who died in 
1988. Adek himself did not claim any relationship with him although other people say he 
hails from the family with that former chief, Orengo.213 Whatever the case, Adek installs 
himself as rwot of Pageya and assumes chiefly duties. The ambiguities of Pageya’s 
chieftaincy finally also need to be contextualised within the general confusion that has 
developed as an outcome of a complex history of transformation and institutionalisation 
of chiefdoms because of external interventions (as described in detail in chapter 3). The 
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different episodes of bans, revivals and reinventions reinforced a contested nature of 
several chiefdom narratives.  
Finally, Pageya, unlike other chiefdoms like Pawel, Atiak, Patiko etc. lacks a clearly 
defined geographical space, thus the clan members are scattered within other chiefdoms 
in the northern districts of Gulu, Pader, Agago, Kaberamaido, Nwoya, Amuru, Abim and 
Lira (some of which are not in the Acholi sub region). The chiefdom headquarters (as 
restored or created, depending on the narrative) by Adek in 2013 are currently close to 
Gulu town, at the home of Adek himself. The challenge that lay before him as a new chief 
of Pageya upon his installation was to attract clansmen/women to his leadership, who 
were already well established in other chiefdoms, some playing significant roles in those 
chiefdoms. His charismatic and influential personality facilitated to assert himself amidst 
the ongoing controversies.  
When asking Adek himself about his ‘late’ installation in 2013, he said it normally should 
have taken place already in 2008, but he postponed it till his wedding was conducted in 
2010.214 His coronation was filled with controversies. Media sources talked about this 
installation being ‘outlawed’ since historically there has not been a Pageya chiefdom.215 
These assertions were broadcasted on top radio stations in Gulu. In preparation of his 
installation, investigations were held by the police of Gulu district on whether the right 
procedure was being followed.216 Complaints came in from many people, including 
Pageya chiefdom members themselves.  
7.4.2. Adek’s Chiefly Resources and Registers: The Creation of Rwotship 
Not being from the royal family, Adek has to draw from other historic registers to build 
his legitimacy as a true rwot. His spokesperson as well as his clan members talk about the 
‘divine intervention’ that occurred to Adek during his coronation as the main proof of his 
‘rightful’ authority. This ‘divine intervention’ took the form of the appearance of the 
animal called lacek217 at the moment of the coronation, rain and even wild wind.218 Adek 
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214 Rwot Adek, Gulu, September 2016.  
215 https://ronnielayoo.wordpress.com/2013/07/08/top-lra-peace-negotiator-enthroned-chief-of-
pageya-clan-amidst-controversy/. 
216 Anonymous, Gulu, August 2016. 
217 This animal is expected to appear whenever a chief is being installed according to Acholi tradition as 
told to me by a number of chiefs and elders during the period of research. 
218 Spokesperson, Gulu, September 2016 and December 2017; Two focus group discussions with elders of 
Pageya clan, on in Boko village and another in Laro, August 2016, December 2017 respectively.   
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also legitimises his chiefly position by possessing the chiefly instruments; the drum, 
spears and one of the best abila. However, these instruments are said by the people from 
the Patiko clan to have been grabbed from them.219 Tensions between Patiko and Pageya 
were reinforced by Adek’s installation as a chief, and continue to persist.220 This again 
confirms the power of these symbolic and material customary resources in the 
construction of a rwot’s legitimacy.  
Although they do not share similar registers of a chiefly history or past, the two Big Men 
share a common chiefly register, namely their influential position during the war and the 
peace process. Adek hold a crucial brokerage position in this peace process, which is until 
today the source of much debate. In 1993, eight years after the start of the conflict, Rwot 
Adek (at that time ‘just’ a clan elder and a businessman, chairman of Gulu’s Butcher’s 
association) was instrumental in initiating the peace talks between the LRA and the 
government of Uganda, together with Betty Bigombe.221 From documents she obtained 
about Kony that had been captured by the Ugandan army in 1993, Bigombe identified 
Adek as a close friend to Kony, while she was working as a minister in charge of pacifying 
northern Uganda. She picked interest in him and held meetings with him to learn more 
about Kony and the means of ending the conflict from Adek’s perspective, without 
spilling more blood.222 Excited and enthusiastic about the idea, Adek, who indeed had 
contacts with Kony, agreed to working with Betty as an intermediary between 
government and the rebels in a bid to negotiate peace. He was sent to deliver a letter from 
Bigombe requesting talks to Kony, while Betty assured him of safe traverse in the bush 
without the Ugandan army capturing him. He returned after a week with a letter from 
Kony, acknowledging receipt of her letter and committing to give a response once he had 
consulted the Holy Spirit for guidance. Adek was supposed to go pick the response in 
three weeks (O’Kadameri 2002). Notably, there had been several failed attempts by 
leaders to make contacts with Kony in the previous years, and a scrutiny of Adek’s letter 
proved it was genuine, as Adek himself underlines.223 Adek likes to stress the fact that he 
did not ask for money from Bigombe, “unlike all the other fake people who had been 
contacted to initiate contact with the rebels” and this made Bigombe believe he was an 
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219 Deputy speaker, KKA, December 2017; focus group discussion with elders in Koro Abili December 
2017. 
220 Focus group discussion, in Koro Abili, December 2017.  
221 https://www.observer.ug/news-headlines/14961-the-roots-of-war-betty-bigombe-recalls-encounter-
with-kony  
222 Ibid.  
223 Rwot Adek at his home in Mican village in Bardege, Gulu, August 2016. 
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honest man.224 In 1993, the first face-to-face negotiations were held and Adek was among 
the delegation that went with Bigombe and the government delegation at Pagik in the 
Aswa region of Gulu.  
Yusuf Adek further continued acting as an intermediary for the subsequent peace talks, 
including in 1994 when there was a standoff between the government and LRA about 
which party (LRA or NRA) would provide security at the venue of the negotiations 
(O’Kadameri 2002). Despite, or according to some because of being a key link between 
Bigombe and the LRA in preparation for the peace talks, Adek was branded a ‘rebel 
collaborator’ and was arrested and imprisoned for over a year in 2002 (Dolan 2009). When 
Bigombe started seeking his help to start negotiations again in 2004, Adek was no longer 
interested because, despite Betty Bigombe working with him and affirming that he was 
an honest man, she did not visit him while in prison, neither did she intervene to save 
him from being charged with collaborating with the LRA rebels. He also was not happy 
that Bigombe did not follow his advice of taking the peace talks outside of Uganda.225 
The fact of having been imprisoned by the government shapes his identity as critical 
towards the regime. These past experiences during the war have resulted in conflicting 
narratives on Adek as being a ‘negotiator’ or a ‘collaborator’ depending on whom you 
talk to. 
The confidence to break away from the Patiko chiefdom to start his own chiefdom, can 
partly be explained by this influential position during the peace talks. His emergence as 
a Big Man, is however also built on other aspects. First of all, he is a successful 
businessman, running a wholesale Business in general merchandise dealing in groceries. 
He owned Gulu General Agencies which he bought during in 1974 from Acholi 
commission agencies.226 While informally holding conversations with friends in Gulu, 
one of them told me, "Adek is a rich man… he is very rich."227 The fact that he drives his 
own car, has one of the best houses or chief's palaces for that matter (much better than 
those constructed for chiefs by the government), corresponds with this assertion.  He is 
known for being in the boda-boda business. He says he earns his income from renting 
out properties. This should be kept in mind, when he is stressing the fact that he is able 
to stand on its own without needing the assistance of donors or KKA. Yet, when talking 
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224 Rwot Adek at his home in Mican village in Bardege, Gulu, August 2016. 
225 Rwot Adek, Mican village in Bardege, August 2016. 
226 Rwot Adek, Mican village in Bardege, August 2016. Informal discussions in Gulu during the time of 
study. 
227 Informal discussion with friends in Gulu, August 2016. 
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to me, he does not present himself as being rich, he does not boast about his wealth. To 
the contrary, he often repeats how he is in need of support, in need of money to 
‘implement his projects’.  
7.4.3 Further Constructing and Imagining his Chiefdom through Chiefly Practices and 
Registers 
Not being recognised by KKA did not stop Adek from constructing his chiefdom 
structure. To begin with, he laid out an administrative structure in which there is an 
elected district administrator (member of the clan) for each district. He further has a 
cabinet (comprising of some members elected by the clan members and others appointed 
by the chief) which is headed by the prime minister. Finally, he has a council of elders 
from all districts who help guiding the operations of the chiefdom. People with 
grievances that they want to take to the chief, pass through these elders. He has 
constructed a very institutionalised form of chiefdom administration, which is very 
similar to the KKA version of institutionalised custom. As we have observed earlier, this 
practice of institutionalisation eventually resulted in an alienation of original customary 
actors and clan organisation and practices.   
The Pageya chiefdom yearly produces ‘strategic plans’, identifying the vision of the 
chiefdom. These strategic plans are material forms of powerful repertoires of governance, 
bureaucracy and even statehood that are mobilised to claim the chief's authority. The 
chiefdom ‘vision’ is presented in the strategic plan under five ‘pillars’: education, health, 
agriculture, development and unity for all. According to the latest strategic plan, 
education is considered the first important pillar, and Rwot Adek is committed to 
ensuring children attend and complete schools through supporting them. The health 
sector plan for the chiefdom includes lobbying for support to improve access to health 
services from local and international organisations. The services that the chiefdom deems 
urgent include VCT (Voluntary Counselling and Testing for HIV), cancer screening, stool 
microscopy, malarial testes and drug administering and community sensitisation in 
health camps and programmes.228 By focusing on education, agriculture and 
development Adek seems to explicitly position himself in the current development 
discourse in northern Uganda (applied by the Ugandan Government, World Bank and 
other donors) which has replaced the humanitarian discourse.  
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Apart from these ‘developmental’ visions, important emphasis is put on restoring ‘lost 
cultural practices’. For revival of culture and heritage of the chiefdom, he has revived the 
practice of wang oo, by which people gather around a bonefire to listen and learn from the 
elders about culture.229 The chiefdom also provided cultural attires for cultural galas, for 
example in Gulu University and Unyama National Teachers College. Further, he has a 
broad vision for the entire Acholi region. For instance, Yusuf Adek envisions to construct 
an Acholi multicultural centre in Gulu town, housing various media activities such as a 
television and radio stations, hotel and lodging facilities, a museum and conference 
facilities (although during my last visit he was complaining of KKA is stealing his idea 
and owning it as theirs). Further, it is meant to ‘provide employment to the members of 
the Acholi society’.230  
Adek and his ‘network’ are very critical about the donor dependence of KKA, and he 
cites poverty as the reason the chiefs have to constantly ‘dance to the tunes of the donors, 
who have no respect to cultural leaders.231 Despite these critics, Rwot Adek himself 
somehow reproduces the NGO-isation of his own chiefdom. From the first page of the 
Pageya handbook can be read: ‘…the institution should work with and the mechanisms 
of how to address some of the development challenges through lobbying and advocating 
for support from partners, donors and other well-wishers in a bid to solve the 
institutional challenges’.232 However, he emerged and became a Big Man largely outside 
or without the donor support or ‘revival’ such as was the case with Acana.  
Adek, as a Big Man, cannot derive his authority from a position such as the Paramount 
Chief. His authority must for a large part be built upon his practices and performances. 
As Logan (2013) has argued, these accomplishments are very important to engender the 
position of current day chiefs, as they derive their position from ‘who they are’ and ‘what 
they do’. He (and his spokespersons) therefore like to emphasise how the rwot’s actions 
have been able to ‘change lives’ in the chiefdom. For example, Adek distributes trees 
seedlings to his clan members and encourages them to plant them and engage in 
agriculture. For instance, he told me of a young man, Obuni, whose life has been 
transformed through growing tomatoes; a venture he only took up after attending a 
training on agriculture that was facilitated by the chief. Obuni profited greatly from the 
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229 Spokesperson of Pageya chiefdom, August 2016; ‘Pageya chiefdom: five (5) pillars of Pageya, 
handbook. 
230 Rwot Adek, Mican village Bardege, August 2016. 
231 Rwot Adek, Mican village in Bardege, August 2016. 
232 Pageya Chiefdom Acholi: Five (5) Pillars of Pageya handbook, p.1-2. 
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tomato business and is now able to pay tuition for his children, he also managed to 
acquire a plot of land for himself in town.233 There are several other of these ‘success 
stories’ that resonates very much with the kind of success stories one is able to find on 
NGO advertising pages. Adek further boasts of a savings group of boda-boda drivers 
which he mobilised in Koro Labora, Omoro district. These young men have accumulated 
UGX 90 million (approx. $25,000).234 Adek also supports the Acholi Gulu University 
Students Association (AGUSA), and he told me about 17 students that were supported 
through soliciting and using parents’ contributions.235 Additionally, Adek holds mass 
graduation ceremonies at his palace, for students whose parents are not able to organise 
such events.  
Adek has established himself openly as an ‘ultimate expert in cultural issues’, a 
performance that according to some could be seen as ironic given the fact that his claims 
to custom as a historical construction are flawed. The mobilisation of this register of 
cultural expertise seems to be a way to compensate from the fact that he is not from the 
royal family, being a ‘self-made chief’. His performance has however been successful to 
a certain extent, since he is often referred to (by chiefs within as well outside of his 
‘network’) as being very knowledgeable on cultural matters. Because of this quality, he 
has become some sort of consultant and mentor on cultural issues; even KKA staff have 
consulted him several times despite the tense relationship between the two.236 He has an 
abila (shrine) at his home, nicely built. He seems to know so many rituals, every chiefdom, 
and the issues pertaining those chiefdoms and their leaders. He knows which chiefs are 
culturally anointed and those that are not and reasons why, for instance he told me of 
certain chiefs who had not been anointed and who risk death, if they get anointed. 
Seemingly there are rituals that have not been performed and some of them depend on 
the will of the jok, which complicates things. He, likewise, told me how problematic it is 
to move the bur ker, or royal drum because, it is not supposed to be seen by anyone and 
many more stories about culture. He very much likes to display this knowledge as a 
resource legitimising his rwotship. He is also known as a (controversial) ‘change maker’ 
in cultural manners, for example, at one incident, Adek, knowing that the costs for 
inviting a chief to a burial were high because of the ceremonies involved, and given the 
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233 Rwot Adek, Gulu, December 2017. 
234 Ibid; LSE researcher, Gulu, December 2017. 
235 Pageya clan spokesperson, August 2016, focus group discussion with elders of Pageya chiefdom, Boko 
Village, Gulu, August 2016. 
236 Deputy Prime minister, December 2017. 
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poverty level of the people involved, he did not want to engage in the bothersome 
demands and decided to simply go for a burial without involving all the costly 
ceremonies.237 
7.4.4. Becoming a Big Man, Creating his ‘Network’ 
Adek has positioned himself in the Acholi public landscape, by becoming very vocal and 
very visible in the media. Of all the chiefs he frequents radio-talk shows the most, often 
on invitation, but sometimes he will just storm into a radio station when he thinks an 
issue under discussion is being misrepresented, especially if it concerns a discussion 
about culture.238 Based on the authority he has constructed as described above, Rwot 
Adek has been able to mobilise support and respect not only from his own clan members, 
but also from other rwodi. This mobilisation was done in large part to take an explicit 
distance from KKA and Acana. Since he has not been recognised by KKA, the distance 
between Adek and Acana is obvious. Since the recent disintegration of KKA as described 
in chapter 5, Adek has used an even more explicit anti-KKA language. Adek does not shy 
away from criticising the Paramount Chief in the media.239 The anti-story of the other to 
construct its own legitimacy goes in both ways, as Acana for example refers to Adek as 
having created his own chiefdom only because of personal interests, accusing him of 
being after money only. Adek blames Acana for doing exactly the same, and refers to the 
KK corruption scandals to claim that Acana has ‘eaten all the money’ supposed to go into 
the regional development of Acholiland.  
With increasing frustrations over the Paramount Chief position and KKA, Adek could 
clearly fill a gap, as rwodi felt not represented anymore by the institution, and lost not 
only moral but also economic benefits of staying within Acana’s network. Whereas 
discontent with Acana and the frustrations over KKA is a key uniting factor in Adeks’ 
network, referred to as ‘rebel chiefs’ or ‘opposition chiefs’ in this regard, there is also the 
quest for imagining a new, alternative form of customary authority. Adek positions 
himself as the leader of ‘a new way of rwotship’. This new way is referred to as the ‘true, 
traditional way’, and not ‘the ACORD way’. Chiefs that can be identified within his 
network are for example the rwodi of Patongo, Lira Palwo, Adilang, Parabongo, Pacepiro 
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237 Focus group discussion, in Laro, Gulu, December 2017. Note that it is generally considered an 
abomination for the chief to attend a burial unless the ceremonies are conducted. 
238 Journalist, July, April 2018. 
239  http://www.acholitimes.com/2017/12/17/in-the-end-every-one-took-a-bite-of-the-acholi-cultural-
festival/.  
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and Lamogi among others. Adek attends all functions of the chiefs within his ‘network’, 
and during these functions, Adek is often offered a special platform, as a special guest. 
The Kitgum cultural gala discussed in chapter 6 is one example. He was staged at this 
event as the chief guest. Adek mobilised ‘his’ chiefs to boycott the Acholi Cultural Festival 
in Gulu in favour of the one in Kitgum. The loyalty within this group is telling: One chief, 
now deceased, Oloka Amos (commonly known as Sempa, of Lamwo) with whom I 
travelled from a cultural festival in Pawel, throughout the journey lamented on how 
difficult it had been for him to find means of transport to the place. He had travelled from 
Kitgum by bus and was in Gulu by noon, ready to travel to Pawel, however, it took him 
six hours of waiting to find transport to Pawel (for some reason, probably his health, he 
couldn’t not take a boda-boda). He said to me “if it was not for Baptist,240 I would have 
boarded back to Kitgum” To him, it was an obligation to show up, even for one hour as 
he did, to show support to his colleagues.  
During my research, I had the impression that although Adek was known to be a well-
established businessman, his ‘fellow chiefs’ were not with him because of material 
benefits in the first place. His charisma and popularity offered the loyal rwodi a stage and 
an identity or reputation as a ‘true’ and ‘just’ chief. Adek gives them an identity of being 
upright, being culturally sensitive and ‘good’ chiefs, whom society can rely on. Their 
common belief is that they are on ‘the right side of culture’, performing in accordance 
with societal expectations of a morally upright Acholi chief. As Rwot Latim told me:  
“Being rwot is the most sacred thing, someone should be pure in their life 
style, and he should not commit grave crimes...”.241  
Thus, being loyal to the Big Man acknowledges by some (controversially) as the epitome 
of Acholi cultural values, is a way of boosting their own credibility and legitimacy. Rwot 
Adek has increasingly gained recognition not only from fellow rwodi, but also from 
international organisations, and researchers working with or on customary authority in 
Gulu. You can observe his name popping up often in research or NGO reports on Acholi 
traditional issues. He has become very good in positioning himself as representing Acholi 
customary authority. He is also called upon by rwodi in case they do not manage to handle 
a case properly. A concrete example is when the chief of Palaro could not on his own 
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241 Rwot Latim, Cuk pa Chengere, December 2017. 
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manage a case in which a prominent army commander was killed, Rwot Adek was 
consulted and he together with a few other rwodi managed to resolve the issue.242  
Informally talking to people during my research stays, people tend to like Adek because 
of he is a public figure, very outspoken in the media on issues such as land conflicts. He 
is known for taking strong position on condemning land grabbing in Acholiland. For 
example, in the case of the Amuru land conflict mentioned earlier in this chapter, Adek 
strongly defended the women who protested bare breasted against the government’s 
plan to demarcate their land. Where the relationship between Acana and the Ugandan 
regime is a public secret, drafting the relation between Adek and the state appears more 
difficult. Adek himself told me how he is often being consulted by councillors and district 
administrators. Yet, here has mostly been a strained relationship between the NRM 
government and Rwot Adek since the times of the war. Since he has been put in prison 
by the regime, we could expect Adek openly supporting opposition. Yet, Adek will, in 
the first place, stress the fact that he is apolitical and as such not supporting the 
government nor the opposition. He often refers to Acana as being politicised, pointing at 
his support from politicians such as the LCV in Gulu, who is from the same clan as the 
Paramount Chief. 
Given its particular history, northern Uganda has over the years been an important 
opposition stronghold. The war, poverty, land issues and post-conflict crisis have been 
ascribed to the regime by the opposition leaders. In the 2016 presidential elections, Dr. 
Besigye, the main opposition candidate, won the Acholi districts of Gulu and Amuru.243 
However, it seems that opposition has become increasingly divided and NRM is 
increasing its representation in Acholiland.244 In the run-up to the elections in 2016, 
opposition leaders were suspected of secretly supporting Museveni in his campaign.245 
In the 2016 elections, the opposition took 5 of the 7 seats of the districts in northern 
Uganda for the LCV chairpersons.246 NRM won only two votes in the districts of Agago 
and Pader. On the other hand, the NRM won more seats in the 2018 LC1 elections in 
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242 Focus group discussion, Gulu, December 2017. 
243 http://www.monitor.co.ug/Elections/1-700-untallied-polling-stations-were-Opposition-strongholds-
/2787154-3087288-j7g92g/index.html.  
244 Notwithstanding claims of election malpractice including ballot stuffing, voter bribery, intimidation 
etc. from members of the opposition and political analysts. See for instance; 
http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/688334-1112364-apqgmvz/index.html  
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northern Uganda, although this NRM victory was a nationwide outcome. Notably the 
northern districts in the news are not included among the opposition stronghold 
anymore.247 Increasingly we observe changing alliances of MP’s, case in point is Kitgum 
Member of Parliament, Beatrice Anywar, a formerly strong FDC member and famous for 
her campaign against government sale of Mabira Forest, starting to side with the NRM 
recently.248   
As argued by Baldwin (2014), political leaders often choose to cede power to traditional 
leaders as a means of mobilising electoral support (Baldwin 2014). Also, Hagberg (2007) 
has extensively documented the role of traditional chiefs in party politics for example. 
Chiefs have access to particular resources such as land, but also community support. 
Customary leaders, also in Acholiland, play an important role in party politics as has also 
been clear from the past as shown in chapter 3. Also talking to other actors in the field, it 
is said that politicians influence chiefs to vote for them.249 Yet, talking to chiefs 
themselves, they would always distance themselves explicitly from political campaigns. 
For instance, in 2015, when I visited the rwot of Lamogi, he showed me a calendar of one 
of the politicians, Betty Bigombe, in his house, and told me, "…you see, like this my 
daughter, she came to me for blessing but I cannot campaign for her." Yet, I have been 
informed that during her campaign for the 2011 elections, this rwot did help her a lot, 
directly mobilising and campaigning for her in her constituency (which is also in his 
chiefdom). This chief has also been openly criticised for openly campaigning for 
Museveni.250 An elder told me in August 2016 that politicians, whether opposition or not, 
need traditional leaders' blessings in order to gain the favour of communities. Every 
person with political ambitions in the region ought to seek blessing from the Acholi 
Paramount Chief. For instance, Norbert Mao, the leader of Democratic Party in Uganda 
is said to, at the start of his political career, have sought blessing of the Paramount Chief, 
then the father of the present Paramount Chief.251  
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249 ARLP staff, December 2017. 
250 http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/Acholi-chiefs-told-to-shun-partisan-politics/688334-
3040178-4h8s2k/index.html. 
251 Elder, Koro Abili, August 2016, Informal discussions with friends in Gulu, December 2018. 
    


Adek himself was very proud that Kakoza Mutale attended his installation ceremony in 
2013, as he proudly showed pictures of them together.252 Mutale (advisor of the president) 
is a very controversial figure, infamous for training crime preventers or militias to supress 
the opposition especially during elections. Mutale will today critic the government and 
defend it the next day. Most of the time however, Adek is critical about the government. 
Also, lately, while appearing as a key witness at the ICC trial of Dominique Ongwen (one 
of the former LRA leaders) in the Hague, he was very critical about the Ugandan 
government and its responsibilities in the human rights abuses during the war.253  
7.5. Conclusion  
The process of institutionalisation of customary authority during the post-conflict phase 
had reinforced the power hierarchy amongst Acholi chiefs. The emergence of two main 
Big Men is an amplification of this changing power structure. That both Rwot Acana as 
well as Rwot Adek have been called upon as witnesses in the ICC trial of Dominic 
Ongwen lately is telling of their special position amongst Acholi cultural leaders.  
Investigating emerging forms of Acholi rwotship from a bigmanity perspective has made 
us understand how rwodi’s public authority is constructed today. The downfall of the one 
Big Man lead to emergence of the other, and room was being created for alternative 
constructions of customary leadership. A post-post conflict rwotship, not ‘revived’ with 
post-conflict or peacebuilding money or agendas. By studying in detail, the ways in 
which Yusuf Adek could position himself as a customary Big Man, we have learned that 
chiefly authority in Acholiland today is equally vested in concrete actions and charisma 
as it is vested in a hereditary position. We also learn that the nature of the symbolic and 
material resources distributed through the patronage networks in which chiefs occupy a 
key position, also continue to change.  
The chapter has also demonstrated that even for this Big Man, authority is not a constant 
given, and should be reproduced all the time, even by Rwot Acana who is given the 
exceptionally advantageous position of the Acholi Paramount Chief. This construction of 
authority is clearly a much contested process. The gradual transformation of customary 
authority into personal power networks is a process full of conflict and contestation. The 
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recent ‘creation’ of a new chiefdom from one’s personal motivation has proved to be an 
interesting starting point to look into these contested struggles over authority and power.  
 
Rwot Yusuf Okwonga Adek (dressed in a yellow robe), the chief guest at the Kitgum cultural gala seats 
with some of the rwodi and people who attended this festival © Sophie Komujuni) 
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Chapter 8. Three chiefs, three stories: Individual 
Mechanisms of Constructing Public authority 
through Everyday Chiefly Practices 
 
8.1. Introduction: Performing Rwotship in a Post-Post Conflict Setting 
Chapter 7, in a detailed manner demonstrates the shift of institutionalised chieftaincy 
(KKA) to personalised chieftaincy in the form of Big Men. Because the Big Men system is 
not encompassing or ‘complete’, it is important also to look at personal or individual 
stories of chiefs who do not have the means, position nor money to make it into Big Men, 
and who may or may not actively be part of their networks. Current chieftaincy or 
rwotship is a diverse field of practice in Acholiland. The difference between chiefs is great, 
regarding their legitimacy, their reputation, their actions, the way they are organised, etc. 
The three cases I present in this chapter are chiefs with indeed very diverse backgrounds 
and positions, drawing from different material and symbolic resources and using 
different forms repertoires. The three cases are of course only built on ‘glimpses’ of the 
way they are and work as chiefs, only covering a very short period (of my research), they 
are not more than ‘snapshots’ to illustrate current-day chieftaincy and ‘chiefing’ at work 
in Acholiland. The aim is to show how everyday chiefly practices look like and how chiefs 
are embedded in their broader communities. I want to show with this chapters how rwodi 
in the first place depend on very personal, individual capacities, histories and strategies 
to construct their authority and be successful or respected as chiefs. Personal capital, 
skills, relations and abilities or personality are very important, sometimes overlooked 
elements in chiefly authority (Buur & Kyed 2006).  
In the former chapters I have focused on more structural, political and contextual 
processes that have influenced chieftaincy or rwotship. For this chapter, I start from very 
personal and everyday stories, to understand how chiefs are dealing with all this ‘in their 
own ways’. Chiefs try their best, in all possible ways, to ‘carve out a space’ for themselves 
in the current post-post conflict constellation (Buur & Kyed 2006) and try to secure and 
sustain their position. This ongoing effort to assert their authority involves flexibilities to 
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adopt to evolving contexts and to deal with changing political and economic conditions 
(Albrecht 2017). Chiefs need the ability to adapt to constantly changing configurations 
(Zeller 2007). Navigating this post-post conflict context appears something that some 
chiefs are more successful with than others. As Van Binsbergen has observed in Zambia, 
chiefs are experimenting with new ways of ‘surviving’ in order to cope with declining 
power base and declining room for manoeuvring (Van Binsbergen 1999). Emphasis in 
this chapter is thus on what chiefs do, to be respected, referring to the ‘pragmatic 
strategies of achieving and enlarging the scope of their authority within different fields 
of action’ (Buur & Kyed 2006, p.866).  
It is one thing to be a chief, but it is yet another thing to remain a chief and to sustain its 
position by making it legitimate. As described earlier in this dissertation, one of the keys 
to this sustainable legitimacy seems to be able to (re)connect with their ‘subjects’ and to 
fulfil their historic customary role of representing them. Even those chiefs who have less 
been actively involved into donor projects which sometimes alienated them from their 
base, are observed struggling to (re)connect with their communities and to be respected, 
since peoples’ faith in their cultural leaders has been seriously undermined. We will 
observe from everyday chiefly practices such as the daily governance activities of the 
chiefdom that this reconnection does not lie in a total break with registers and practices 
related to donor and NGO interventions. It lies more in finding a right balance, in 
navigating new and old registers, resources and practices. On the one hand, people did 
not appreciate their chiefs preferring expensive hotels and trainings over mediation 
sessions in the villages, yet on the other hand, NGO funding also resulted in communities 
expecting their chiefs coming into the chiefdom with ‘development projects’.  
The chapter first presents three extensively developed case-studies of rwodi, describing 
their everyday performances of rwotship. This is followed by a broader analytical 
discussion, deepening our understanding of contemporary legitimation strategies of 
customary chiefs. Day-to-day chiefly authority is investigated by looking into the 
‘microphysics' of chiefly power (Comaroff & Comaroff 2018). Based on ethnographic 
observations, interviews, focus group discussions, and documents, I look into 
contemporary chiefly resources, registers, repertoires and performances.  
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8.2. Rwot Apire of Atiak Chiefdom  
8.2.1. Historical Trajectories Shaping Present-Day Positions 
Atiak chiefdom is one of the biggest chiefdoms in the Acholi sub-region, found in the 
north of Gulu district, Kilak County in Amuru District and it borders with the South 
Sudan town of Nimule. Atiak chiefdom comprises of 42 clans (Gwanga 2009) and is one 
of the 54 recognised chiefdoms by KKA. As a chiefdom, Atiak prides in a number of 
unique things; one of them is the otole dance, a war dance. Atiak chiefdom claims to 
possess the original version of the otole (Gwanga 2009). To its heritage, Atiak boasts of 
having one of the strongest chiefs in Acholi region during colonial rule, Rwot Olya (1888-
1923). Olya is particularly remembered for regulating dowry through a legislation that 
put a limit of the number of cattle that men would present as bride price. He specifically 
put the bride price at two cattle maximum, making marriage affordable for the young 
men in the regions where people had started shying away from expensive marriages. 
Every chiefdom has a unique mwoc, a ‘saying’. For Atiak chiefdom, the mwoc is ‘neko 
nyong culu ku’ translated as ‘I will kill and you will do nothing’. During the era of slave 
trade, the Madi people killed many members of the Atiak clan who were taking goods to 
Gondokoro. In retaliation, the Atiak people went and killed the Madi in large numbers. 
This is the origin of the mwoc and every person from Atiak can identify with this mwoc 
(Gwanga 2009). As such, mwoc just like specific dances, are part of historic customary 
resources, which chiefs are eager to share with the researcher, and which we saw 
displayed in detail during the Acholi Cultural Festival. They are historical identity 
markers that differentiate one Acholi chiefdoms from another and a great source of pride. 
Atkinson (2010) notes that Atiak chiefdom, as did Acholi chiefship generally derived its 
chiefly order from the Bunyoro Kingdom and observes that historical accounts of the 
Atiak chiefdom are provided by over six people. The six accounts differ on key historical 
factors such as the number, names and order of rwodi until a one Labong Lawiarut, whom 
all the six accounts have in common. All accounts agree that Lobong, almost certainly 
marks the beginning of an actual chiefdom. The Kal (ruling clan) lineage was central 
Sudanic in origin. This kal lineage seems to have been long settled west of the Nile, near 
Madi. According to Atkinson, reading through the different accounts, one can conclude 
that the first chief of Atiak was Labong Lawiarut (c.1710- 40). Lawiarut is said to have 
been succeed by one of his sons; either Kwac or Onyamere as versions differ (Atkinson 
2010). Justo Okot Gwanga, is an elder in the chiefdom and a retired teacher who also 
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document the story of Atiak chiefdom in a book, Tekwaro Ki Ker Pa Atiak Lwani or Cultural 
Norms and Values for the People of Atiak that was launched by the current chief in 2011 at 
his coronation. Gwanga (2009), also tells his version of the history of Atiak and his 
chronological list of chiefs leads to the current chief of Atiak. According to Gwanga, the 
people of Atiak came into Uganda from Sudan. During the first part of the journey they 
were led by Rwot Baade in c.1650 up to Meto. At Meto, Baade died and was succeeded by 
his son Atiak. The people stayed in Meto until 1700, when they moved on, under the 
leadership of Rwot Ojomtal and settled in Atiak, their current location. While at Meto, 
Atiak chiefdom experienced leadership of five chiefs all from the same lineage, all of them 
died while there. Ojomtal was the son of Alulu from who descended the next line of chiefs 
up to the present chief, Rwot Apire Santo Richard. Santo is a brother to Christopher 
Dwoha, who was chief before he was murdered by the LRA in the 1990s.254 These 
chronologies of rwodi lineages, as they are narrated as oral histories or documented by 
chiefs and elders, are important symbolic resources to demonstrate continuity and claim 
historical legitimacy. These were the main resources used during the ACORD process to 
identify the ‘real’ historic rwodi moo.  
Apire took over from Rwot Acero Bongorwot Mandela Acero on 3rd September 2011 
becoming the 21st chief of Atiak.255 His crowing as chief was not without contestations. 
Elders and other members of the chiefdom were divided between having him and 
retaining the youthful Mandela Acero.256 At first, KKA and the Paramount Chief were in 
favour of Mandela. 257 Yet, Mandela was said to be of ‘unbecoming behaviour’ or 
'unchiefly' behaviour in irreconcilable to his position as a legitimate chief hailing from 
the royal lineage, and lost the confidence of the community. Mandela was a young man 
who engaged in alcoholism and drug abuse, prostitution; practices that were considered 
disrespectful to his position.258 The chiefdom members deemed his behaviour as 
embarrassing and suggested for his uncle Rwot Apire to take over the throne. This again 
demonstrates the register of morality which remains dominant for chiefs’ sustainable 
construction of legitimacy.  
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254 Rwot Apire, Kampala, April 2018. 
255  Note that the chronological list of chiefs of Atiak produced in Gwanga's book does not entirely 
overlaps with Atkinson's findings.  
256 http://www.monitor.co.ug/News/National/688334-1230466-a5h0ycz/index.html. 
257 Rwot Apire, Kampala, April 2018. 
258 Elders in the chiefdom, January 2018; focus group discussion with clan members in Atiak, January 
2018; informal discussion with informed people in the region.  
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One lady told me during a focus group discussion how she had been anointed as ‘auntie’ 
at installation of Mandela, and that she needed to be ‘de-anointed’ at the installation of 
the current rwot, something she could not accept.259 Rwot Apire’s installation happened 
after the ACORD.  
Rwot Apire himself says about his position as a chief:  
"Being a chief is by birth. People do not have much to say in the selection of the 
chief, because there is only one royal family in the chiefdom. But in that family, 
they look at someone who is able to lead them. Leadership is crucial. Leadership 
is not some things that you can acquire through training.”260  
8.2.2. Apire’s Repertoires and Resources of Rwotship: Modernity, State Connections 
and ‘Being close from a Distance’ 
Apire Richard Santo likes to present himself as a modern and ‘international’ chief. He is 
one of the most educated chiefs in Acholi sub region. He holds a Bachelor’s degree in 
Commerce obtained from University of Nairobi in Kenya and a diploma in computerised 
accounting and auditing from the University of East Anglia in Norwich, UK. He followed 
several other trainings in the US.261 He worked with the Bank of Uganda for 32 years, 
starting as a banking officer and rising through the ranks to become head of department. 
He was appointed Credit Manager in Tropical Bank in 2003, where he worked for one 
year. He has worked in other influential positions in different government entities in the 
country. Currently he is the Chairman of the Electricity Regulatory Authority.262 
Although he is not a chief who grew in public administration, professionally he has been 
closely related to the Ugandan state apparatus. Apart from his connection to the royal 
lineage, his education and government connections seem to represent important 
resources to construct an image of ‘professionalisation’ of his chiefly authority. As we 
have observed, this has been installed during the colonial period. It has been reinforced 
throughout the process of institutionalisation and NGOisation that came with external 
donor support.  
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259 Focus group discussion at sub-county headquarter in Atiak with members from the Kal west area, 
January 2018. 
260 Rwot Apire, Kampala, April 2018. 
261 Rwot Apire, Kampala, April 2018. 
262 Rwot Apire, Kampala, April 2018. 
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What is interesting about this chiefdom, is that the chief is hardly physically present in 
the chiefdom himself, as he lives in Kampala most of the time, working for the Electricity 
Regulatory Authority. This means he is continuously switching between his residences 
in Kampala, another residence in Gulu, the palace in Atiak. For the daily governance of 
the chiefdom, Apire delegates tasks to his chiefdom council or committee. This comprises 
of thirteen members who are either selected by the clans or appointed by the chief.263 The 
council conducts the following roles: solving community problems for instance 
complaints over land ownership, sensitising people on the chief’s plans such as the 
registration of land, mediation of land conflicts, case of domestic violence, counselling, 
and educating or sensitising people on cultural practices. With the council in charge, the 
chief only comes in when an issue has not been resolved through the efforts of the 
council.264 The people in the community do not seem to complain about this method of 
running the chiefdom.265 All rituals that need to be performed, are conducted by the 
council. The committee has to keep the chief informed of the happenings in the chiefdom. 
Important decisions about the chiefdom can be taken on a phone call for instance. Even 
I, while at his home in Kampala, witnessed how the chief often gave orders over his 
phone. For example, I remember an instance where the chief received a call from people 
requesting him to allow the UPDF to chase out the Balalo266 from Atiak, a request he 
immediately granted.  
Rwot Apire is a wealthy chief. His financial abilities are not questionable and hese can be 
attributed to first of all, his professional activities as he held big positions in government 
entities and parastatals. He has also relatives living abroad who support him through 
remittances.267  He is also a member of the prestigious Rotary Club. The Club’s charity 
services to communities benefits him and Atiak chiefdom as well in terms of financial 
and other support. Apire has a home in Gulu, but a beautiful home in Kampala as well, 
where he resides. The rwot’s residence and palace are the key spatial embodiments of 
their rwotship. From the colonial periods onwards, as well as through for example the 
post-conflict revival period (when special houses had been constructed for them), we 
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263 Ibid. focus group discussion with elders of Atiak chiefdom, Kal West village, January 2018. 
264 Elders at Gomotop area, January 2018. 
265 Ibid; member of Atiak clan working at KKA, Gulu, January 2018. 
266 A group of nomadic herders who are often accused of encroaching on people’s land in Northern 
Uganda. There was a government crackdown in parts of northern Uganda early this year, on these people 
and they were being evicted and taken back to their original land in western Uganda. See 
https://nilepost.co.ug/2018/03/28/10000-cattle-sent-back-home-as-updf-starts-eviction-of-balaalo/. 
267 Rwot Apire, Kampala, April 2018. 
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have seen that these material spaces play an important role in reinforcing chiefs’ positions 
within society. Taking a look at these spaces can as such be informative on a chief’s 
position in general. Apire’s house in Kampala located in one of the elite class residential 
areas, it is one of those homes with addresses and, a bell at the gate. On entering, the 
home is first class itself, it is spacious, with a shed that can accommodate several cars. 
The house itself looks very classy with a well-kept lawn and flowers neatly planted. The 
palace in Atiak is new and likewise extremely impressive. Atiak chiefdom headquarters 
are situated at a big piece of land and is strategically located along Gulu-Numule road. 
With or without a signpost, one cannot miss this place; the sign post is there, nevertheless. 
The large compound bares graves of many former rwodi of Atiak. These are like material 
and spatial references to the historic location of the chiefdom headquarters. Other 
chiefdom buildings are equally of high standard such as the office block, that is complete 
and the guest house under construction. Just next to it, is the government constructed 
house for chiefs which was left for the former rwot, Acero. However, Acero left the 
chiefdom and people do not seem to know his whereabouts. When we went to Atiak for 
the first time, we went to that house, because it is easy to recognise.268 However, when 
entering that house, we found workers and cooks for the men who were doing the 
construction works at the site. This old chiefs’ house looked more like a store, where they 
keep their equipment and belongings. It shows no more than a physical remnant of the 
revival period which is now abandoned, and is in no way comparable to the palace which 
Rwot Apire has constructed for himself, probably the most beautiful palace in Acholi sub-
region. 
8.2.3. Apire’s Repertoires: Community Project Development and Protecting (?) The 
Land  
Apire is involved in several more construction projects, apart from the guest house he is 
also constructing a very big hospital.269 He also has plans for constructing a museum, 
planting and distributing trees to his subjects and he has written a scholarship project in 
which he intends to sponsor over 300 students at all levels of education in the chiefdom.270 
These are the main things people refer to when you ask them about the chief’s community 
projects. The community members only speculate about the sources of funding, but say 
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268 All government constructed houses for the chiefs share the same architectural design, so if you have 
seen one, you can't fail to recognize another. 
269 Two focus group discussions with elders in Atiak sub-county headquarters, January 2018.  
270 Two focus group discussions with elders in Atiak in the chiefdom compound, January 2018. 
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to be very proud because of these developments in their chiefdom. Rwot Apire himself 
stresses the fact a rwot has to serve his community: 
“Authority comes through acceptability. To enhance one’s position is through 
supporting them [the community], now the chiefs have to support the population 
not the population the chiefs anymore”.271 
His community members define the roles of their chief: as follows: 
“Ensure peace and welfare of his people; protect the chiefdom land from grabs by 
outsiders, chair council meetings, guide people on what to do, plan for his people, 
solve domestic problems”.272 
As a chief, Apire very often gets requests for help, of all sorts. I could indeed witness this 
wile with him, several times, for example receiving phone calls from community 
members (not being relatives) who were stranded in Kampala and reached out for 
financial help. The chief told me such instances are just common occurrences in his 
everyday life. The demand for financial help is as important as the customary services he 
offers to construct a sustainable legitimacy, as our earlier comments on the role of 
patronage networks within networks of customary authority have been described.  
Land, again, forms an interesting lens to investigate how chiefs engage in and for their 
communities. Like many other chiefs today, while stressing his responsibilities as a chief, 
he often refers to protecting chiefdom land. He is said to have requested the demarcation 
of the land at all borders. He proposed that members of Atiak register their land with the 
Land Trust Board but this idea was misconceived by the community, referring to the lack 
of legitimacy of this Trust Board and their fear for eventual land grabbing.273 This resulted 
in people refusing to register their land. Studies on land registration have shown the 
crucial importance of the legitimacy of the involved actors and institutions in the process. 
Apire uses the register of protecting its people against land grabbing and resolving land 
disputes to emphasise his engagement and authority. As we have mentioned, land is (and 
has always been) at the centre of customary legitimacy. Apire shared with me his written 
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271 Rwot Apire Santo, Kampala, April 2018. 
272 Focus group discussion in Atiak, January 2018. 
273 Interview with elders at Gomotop area, January 2018. 
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submission to the Commission of Inquiry on land,274 in which he defends peoples' land 
and points out issues of land grabbing. He, among other things, pointed to the lack of 
surveyors going ‘on the ground’ to conduct surveys to demarcate the land. This, 
according to him, results in disputes and evictions of people. In his submission, he also 
talked about the Sudanese refugees and ‘guests’ who sell customary land, as another 
problem Atiak is facing. His even claims to defend his community against land grabbing 
by the government.  
However, what he did not tell me was that his chiefdom is currently facing a major case 
of land grabbing, which involves such high stakes and highly-placed actors that it is 
hardly covered in the media and people do not easily or openly like to talk about it. The 
conflict puts the community members of Atiak chiefdom against the Atiak sugar 
Company. One family, headed by one Omaya belonging to the Pacillo clan, allegedly 
introduced the proprietors of the Sugar Company to thousands of acres of land (estimates 
of over 10,000 acres) that belong to their clan. Omaya, claims this land as being family 
land and he has support from politicians both from within the region and central 
government. The details on the agreement between Atiak Sugar Company and Omaya 
on the exchange of ownership of the land remain uclear. Some sources claim that he owns 
shares in the company, while others suppose that the family simply leased the land to 
Atiak Sugar Company. The conflict is extremely complicated because of the stakes 
involved. The family in question is being suspected of having the support of big shots 
within the government, including among others the president's brother Gen. Salim Saleh 
and other prominent politicians such as Hon. Dan Fred Kidega, former speaker of the 
East African Legislative Assembly and Chairperson to the Sugar Company, as well as 
Norbert Mao, a politician, heading the opposition political party - Democratic Party. It is 
alleged that government owns the majority shares and therefore all efforts to resolve this 
land issue never yield any positive result. At one point, Nobert Mao was physically 
assaulted by the community.275 In December 2018, over 600 acres of mature sugarcane 
were burned down allegedly by community members and one of the possible 
explanations being advanced is grievances by the communities over non-compensation 
for land.276 There have been legal battles between the chiefdom of Atiak and Omaya's 
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274 The commission was created in 2016 to inquire into the Effectiveness of Law, Policies and Processes of 
land Acquisition, Land Administration, Land Management and Land Registration in Uganda. 
275 Phone interview with local researcher, anonymous, February 2019; phone interview with journalist, 
anonymous, February 2019.  
276 See for instance: https://allafrica.com/stories/201812230036.html. 
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family, but the chiefdom has lost the cases and efforts to bring in the president as 
mediator have been futile.277  
It remains to be seen how the chief can handle such a conflict in which the president 
himself has important interests. In fact, during his speech at the Acholi cultural festival 
(discussed in chapter 6), the president showered praises on the businesswoman Amina 
Moghe Hersi, owner of the Sugar Factory, while encouraging people to invest in the 
region and create jobs. Despite all this, Atiak Sugar Factory continues to expand.278  
This contextual background is important when reading Rwot Apire’s written submission 
to the land commission, recommending that ‘government officials should work hand in 
hand with the traditional authorities to ensure proper land administration’. He calls for 
consultations with responsible persons like the rwodi kweri and rwodi okoro, in case of 
surveying and demarcations.279  
8.2.4. Rwotship and Patronage: Who Needs NGOs, if you have the Government?  
Serving his chiefdom, Apire does get external funding sometimes from donors (for 
example for schools and trainings), but he stresses that these ‘always go through’ the 
government. As a chief, he has always been embedded in the state apparatus, having 
close relations to politicians. As such, he has been in a position to sustain his projects, 
without needing much donor or NGO funding. But he stresses that we cannot be naïve, 
and that we all know external support is needed  
“We always wish to get external support. The elder people are not able to 
write projects. They are trying to get young people on board so that they 
can help prepare documents and papers to present. Support from outside 
is something that one always needs."280  
His independence and his strong ties with the government also gives him a ‘neutral’ 
position in the Big Men network as described in the earlier chapter, at least, this is from 
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277 Former deputy speaker, Ker Kwaro Acholi, phone interview, March, 2019. 
278  Phone interview with local researcher, anonymous, March, 2019. 
279 Submission of His highest the chief of Ker Kwaro Atiak rwot Santo Richard Apire to the Commission 
of Inquiry, September 2017. 
280 Rwot Apire, Kampala, April 2018. 
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what I have observed. He was not very outspoken about it, but for example with regards 
to KKA, it is clear that he sees himself better than them.  
When Rwot Apire organises an event, he always invites ‘big people’ in the government, 
who offer him their support. For example, during my research, the prime minister of 
Uganda, Dr. Ruhakana Rugunda attended the chief’s anniversary celebration of his 
installation in September 2017. The prime minister openly praised the rwot’s efforts, and 
pledged support. He is quoted saying “I salute Rwot Apire for organising Attiak 
Kingdom in an impressive manner. This is a magnet to attract more people and friends 
to support Attiak.”281 So while some other chiefs might boast of inviting local politicians, 
Apire invites national politicians, with ease. The paramount chief, Acana, cannot but 
have respect to this chief. It is interesting to see that even while Acana was sceptical on 
recognising his “rwotship” in preference of the former, today he refers to him as an 
‘exemplary Acholi chief whom others should emulate if they want to be independent 
leaders’.282  
8.3. Rwot Baptist Latim of Pawel Chiefdom 
8.3.1. Short History of Pawel Chiefdom 
Pawel chiefdom is located in Patiko sub-county, Gulu district. Pawel neighbours Patiko 
chiefdom and these two chiefdoms share a common historic ancestry. Atiko, the first head 
of Patiko chiefdom was a brother to Gicel who was the father of Awel, the first chief of 
Pawel chiefdom. Awel was more famous than his father, Gicel, and it is common for 
people to refer to Awel as the brother of Atiko. Atiko and his brother Gicel had 
disagreements that led to the separation of the two, forming two separate chiefdoms. His 
son Awel or Weli became the first chief of Pawel chiefdom (Atkinson 2010). This 
assertion, that Awel was a brother to Atiko, was affirmed during this research.283 Pawel 
chiefdom was established in the early to mid-eighteenth century and 'its people have 
their origins from central Sudan. It was mostly a small chiefdom with a single-lineage 
polity during most of the 18th Century. However, according to the Pawel Chiefdom Five 
Years Strategic Plan, 2015-2020 that was developed by the Administrative Secretary of Ker 
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281 http://www.blackstarnews.com/global-politics/africa/uganda-prime-minister-sidesteps-claim-hed-
be-better-leader. 
282 http://www.blackstarnews.com/global-politics/africa/uganda-prime-minister-sidesteps-claim-hed-
be-better-leader. 
283 Rwot Latim, Chuk pa chengere, December 2017. 
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Kwaro Pawel, the smooth running of the chiefdom was interrupted by the development 
of the colonial administration. Further according to this same source, this resulted in the 
chiefdom being defunct until 2006 when it was restored with the installation of the 
current chief, Rwot Baptist Latim. This narrative, however, is not supported by Atkinson’s 
work (2010) which mentions numerous references to and from Pawel chiefdom during 
the colonial as well as postcolonial period. This contradiction again illustrates that the 
documentation produced by the chiefdoms themselves, in the form of for example 
Strategic Plans, have to be critically read as a powerful tool to reinforce the rwotship. One 
explanation could be that by underlining a ‘void’ within customary authority over a 
certain period of time, the author wants to stress the importance of the newly identified 
chief, originating from another clan. Rwot Baptist hails from the clan of Pawel Putwongo. 
His predecessor, Alei however, was from the ruling clan Kal. One story legitimising this 
shift that I heard in the field was that during the process of identification for revival, none 
of all the three sons of Alei was interested in becoming chief; they feared the misfortunes 
that were rumoured to surround the royal family, including death. It was as such that the 
ruling clan lost the throne to the Putwongo clan, and there was no objection when Rwot 
Baptist was crowned as a chief.284 Another explanation in the flawed nature of the 
chiefdom document’s historic narrative could just be the lack of proper research 
conducted for reconstructing this historic document.  
Rwot Baptist resides in Gulu, he has a home in Pawel and he engages in farming in Lango, 
three places quite distant from each other. This is why the rwot is very often traveling, for 
chiefdom as well as for personal issues. He is a very sociable person, with an open 
personality. On some occasions, I found the chief washing his clothes or engaged in 
informal conversations with family members. Always wearing a smile and very 
hospitable, always readily offering a meal or some refreshment. Pawel chiefdom palace 
is constructed by the government and sits on a large lush green compound in Pawel 
Parish, Patiko Sub-county. Any meeting and function pertaining the chiefdoms is 
conducted here. During the period of my research I attended a few meetings and also I 
attended the very last day of the Pawel festival.   
Pawel chiefdom, with an estimated population of 15,000 people spreads across the entire 
Acholi region and is comprised of 21 clans.285 Each of the clans in the chiefdom performs 
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284 LC 1, Anyangi village, Pawel, January 2018. 
285 ‘Five Years Strategic Development Plan, 2015-2020’, Administrative Secretary of Ker Kwaro Pawel. 
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a special role, for instance there is the clan responsible for ‘preparing’ the abila.286 
Organisationally, the chiefdom is further divided into zones, adura. Zone leaders have 
the task to organise and ‘mobilise’ their members in cases of participation in chiefdom 
events, attend meetings and communicate between the communities and the chief. Each 
zone has a committee, and has fifteen members on that committee, of which five have to 
be women, and one has to represent the youth.287  
Prior to his selection as chief of Pawel, Rwot Baptist worked as a teacher for eight years 
and a politician (deputy mayor of Gulu town) for another eight years. He was installed 
in 2006 after the Pawel Development Association (PDA) identified him. This association 
had been governing the chiefdom since 2003, in the absence of a chief, and Baptist was a 
member of this Association. When Baptist Latim was selected to become the chief, the 
roles of the PDA shifted to the office of the rwot, and so PDA was dissolved. As deputy 
mayor of Gulu town, Latim was not in involved so much with the cultural issues. His 
installation, unlike the installation of the chiefs receiving UGX400,000 from ACORD, was 
not supported/funded by any international or local organisation. He, like the other 
chiefs, however did benefit from the provision of government houses for chiefs.  
8.3.2. Performing rwotship: The Chiefly Power of Celebrations  
Latim is one of the chiefs in Acholi who produces ‘strategic plans’ for the chiefdom. As 
mentioned, these plans are interesting documents to study the chiefdom and the way the 
chief try to relates to his communities. Just like their flags, anthems etc., these documents 
are some kind of ‘administrative regalia’ (Kyed & Buur 2007), which are presented to me 
to stress their ‘unique’ approach on culture in the form of ‘community development’. 
They often give a clear overview of the dominant registers and repertoires mobilised in 
the construction of customary authority of the chief and its chiefdom. In the 2015-2020 
Strategic Development Plan, the core values of Pawel chiefdom are presented, including: 
non-violence, justice and equity, accountability and credibility. One of the key strategies 
is ‘strengthening the institutional capacity to address needs of the disadvantaged 
persons’ in Pawel. ‘Building local Peace Capacity’ is another plan for Pawel chiefdom that 
should be done through training people from different sub-clans to ‘enhance their 
capacity in reconciliation and dialogue’. The last strategic plan is ‘Economic 
Empowerment for the Vulnerable Groups’ through for instance ‘skills training to people 
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286 Preparing the abila means appeasing the forefathers through performance of certain rituals. 
287 Rwot Latim, Gulu, Hotel Pearly Afrique, August 2016. 
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within the Pawel chiefdom’.288 This shows the strong mobilising repertoires of 
development ‘buzzwords’ and NGO discourse. Many of these ambitious plans, to my 
observations, yet remain to be implemented.  
Rwot Latim is passionate about celebrations. He refers to celebrations as a ‘powerful tool 
for peacebuilding. For instance, in 2016, he organised what he called a ‘reconciliation 
festival’ at his palace in Pawel. During this ceremony he was celebrating the reconciliation 
between himself and the son of the former president of Uganda, Idi Amin. It was during 
Amin’s regime that Latim’s father was killed, and the incidence had created bitter 
sentiments.289 Later, after reconciliation had been done, the chief deemed it relevant to 
organise a public celebration at his place. He realised considerable fundraising from 
NGOs, the government and the community to facilitate the ceremony and make it a big 
public event. Further, Rwot Baptist is famous for holding an annual festival, usually on 
the anniversary of his installation as chief. During this festival which is called Tekwaro pi 
kuc or ‘Culture for Peace’, a number of activities take place, similar to that of the KKA 
festival (see chapter 6), including competitions in cultural dances, plays, instrumentals, 
original composition of folk songs. Zone leaders organise their members to participate in 
these competitions. This is a very colourful day with many dances and much food and 
entertainment. Every year, the festival revolves around a particular theme. The theme for 
the 2018 festival was ‘women and gender-based violence’. Whether by coincidence or not, 
this theme matches the broader theme of Cross Cultural Foundation of Uganda (CCFU) 
Pilot project290 in which the chief is involved. I attended the festival for one day, on 28th 
January 2018, in Owoo village. I witnessed how the festival day started with a holy mass, 
since the chief is a member of the Roman Catholic Church. After the priest came into the 
main tent, Rwot Baptist Latim came out of his house, dressed in white African wear, and 
walking in a procession of dancers towards the tent. After his arrival, prayers started. It 
was interesting to see this close interconnectedness instead of contradiction between 
celebration of custom and Catholicism. After the prayers came performances, enjoyed by 
Rwot Latim and a number of other rwodi, being served foods and drinks. I saw on the 
ground, close to where the rwodi's table was, group of women sitting uniformly dressed 
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288 ‘Five Years Strategic Development Plan, 2015-2020’, Administrative Secretary of Ker Kwaro Pawel. 
289 Rwot Latim, Cuk Pa Chengere, April 2015. 
290 The CCFU selected three chiefdoms to implement pilot projects on using culture to promote women’s 
rights. They don’t train them, but encourage them to use existing structures at four major levels: rwodi 
kaka, rwodi moo, rwodi kweri and rwodi okoro. They worked with Pawel, Paibore and Lokung chiefdoms in 
Acholi sub region. CCFU facilitated their activities and observed them in the field (staff of CCFU working 
on the projects with chiefs, January, 2018). 
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in white Pawel chiefdom t-shirts with Tekwaro pi kuc on the back and kikoi wrap skirts. 
These women serve as the chief's advisors, I was told at the festival. The performances 
were sometimes interrupted by people offering gifts to the chief. A group of football fans 
offered t-shirts, another group offered cups and plates, one other group even brought a 
shield and a leopard skin. The chief was praised in songs composed for him. A bull had 
been slaughtered to feed the attendants. CCFU had been sponsoring the festival for one 
part, and community members had been supporting with food. Five other rwodi attended 
the festival, amongst them rwot of Pageya, rwot of Lamogi, and rwot of Agoro. The LCV 
of Omoro was also present, as well as some local politicians. I saw also a few NGOs at 
the festival, like for example Refugee Law Project, CCFU and members of the civil society 
organisation Acholi Youth for sustainable Development. Latim is part of the Big-Man 
network of rwot Adek, which can be told from those present at the festival. This means 
that his relationship with Acana is not very close, and that he is rather critical of them. 
In short, this kind of public performances and celebrations, as described already in 
chapter 6, are practiced to assert chief’s position and most importantly to create a forum 
enabling chiefs to connect to the community and display their power and connections.  
8.3.3. A Rwot Addressing Women’s Rights 
Rwot Baptist Latim is in contact with several NGOs. I got rwot Baptist’ contacts through 
JRP, who had been working with him in the past (as well as with several other rwodi). 
They had preferred working with him, they said, because he is a very vocal chief.291 When 
he became a chief, which was in the midst of the donor-funded transitional justice 
programmes as described in chapter 4, he participated in and benefited from several 
NGO programmes, on different topics. While I observed him working, I also sometimes 
met him on his way from fundraising at an NGO, or once in a workshop attending a 
workshop. It has become more and more difficult to secure donor funding, forcing him 
to navigate and play with several registers and repertoires. Over the years, he has 
particularly become ‘specialised’ in the topic of gender.  
In 2016, when I scheduled a meeting with him, he was attending a ‘gender based violence’ 
activity organised by Save the Children, a meeting for mentors of young fathers. Young 
fathers (not older than twenty five years and with children aged three years and below) 
had been selected and put into groups of three or four, with a mentor they had identified 
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themselves. These mentors would then be trained during the Save the Children activity. 
On another occasion, in 2017 when we met, he was himself holding a sensitisation 
meeting with women in one of the zones in Unyama sub-county in his chiefdom, on the 
same topic of ending domestic violence. This was part of a bigger project; with facilitation 
from the Cross Cultural Foundation of Uganda, Rwot Latim moved to all the zones in the 
chiefdom and ‘sensitised’ women on their role and responsibilities in preventing and 
ending domestic violence. Additionally, he is a member of a pressure group formed by 
residents of Gulu district which deals with gender-related issues. This group of 30 people 
was created to ‘spearhead women issues related to peace-building’, sensitising people on 
a number of topics for instance high school dropout and women’s land access and 
ownership.292 In June 2018, Radio Pacis reported that Pawel chiefdom had unveiled a 
document addressing women’s rights and food security. Chief Latim stated the 
document contained the chiefdom’s pronouncement on those two crucial issues in the 
region, women’s rights and food security.293 Related topics on which the chief works are 
broken marriage and family planning methods. On that last topic, he strongly desists 
from using artificial family planning methods such as pills since they have severe side 
effects.294 Another topic he is getting more and more into, is environment. He discourages 
the cutting down of trees, as they are said to be habitats for spirits, so they should be 
preserved for instance the extraordinarily big trees should not be cut down295. Finally, 
like all other chiefs, also Latim is usually busy mediation land conflicts in the chiefdom, 
more specifically those which failed at LC1 or LC3 level or failed at the level of his council.  
8.4. Rwot Acaye Michael of Koro Chiefdom 
8.4.1. A Chief yet to be crowned 
Rwot Acaye is chief of Koro clan, in the newly created district of Omoro. A short historic 
introduction of the chiefdom can be provided with the help of Atkinson (2010). Koro 
chiefdom is said to originate from one of the chiefdoms that travelled from Labwor Otuke 
after the 1720 drought, to settle in Got Kalongo. It was a small chiefdom, although on the 
way to Got Kalongo, it had incorporated two associated clans; the originally Eastern 
Nilotic Ibakara and the Central Sudanic Pagaya. The founder of Koro at Labwor Otuke is 
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292 See for more info: https://www.newvision.co.ug/new_vision/news/1435367/gulu-residents form-
women-pressure.  
293 https://www.newvision.co.ug/new_vision/news/1435367/gulu-residents-form-women-pressure.    
294 Focus group discussion member of the Pawel chiefdom men and women, Adaka village, January 2018. 
295 Focus group discussion elders belonging to Pawel chiefdom in Anyangi village, Pawel, January 2018. 
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said to be a man called Okor, and the first chief could have been Tanyjuk, who ruled from 
c.1700-30. He was succeeded by his son Tyeng (C.1730-60). The Pagaya and Ibakara clans 
played key ritual roles in the chiefdom. Its three clans all had different origins; eastern 
Nilotic, Central Sudanese and Luo, and originally they spoke different languages. Tyeng 
died around 1760 and because his son, Okello Okiro, was too young to take over after 
him, a caretaker was selected to act as a chief. It is significant to note that Ociri, who was 
selected as a regent, was from the non-royal clan of Pagaya, an unusual occurrence. Ociri 
was a lineage head and councillor during the era of Tyeng and considered to be ‘very 
cooperative’. Therefore, before Tyeng died, he requested that Ociri be made the regent. It 
was during this regency of Ociri or rule of Okiro, that Koro moved and settled fifty miles 
south of Kalongo (Atkinson 2010). 
The ruling clan of the Koro chiefdom was Lapayinat, however, when all the people who 
were being anointed died, a girl from the royal family, angered and distressed by these 
deaths, threw out all the royal regalia and instruments of power. The people of Lamuru 
clan picked them, and as such Lamuru became the ruling clan, the clan of Rwot Acaye 
himself.296  
Rwot Acaye is presented as the 16th chief of Koro, although it is not clear how far back this 
list of chiefs dates.297 He became rwot after the death of his father in 2002. He is this thus 
an uncontested, hereditary chief, and everyone I talked to about this chiefdom confirmed 
this, there seems to be no contestation. He is the son of Okumu Tony who was the son of 
Gweng Simon, the son of Aber Arika. Aber is remembered for having been imprisoned 
by the British because according to Acaye himself, Aber's chiefdom had become too 
strong and a threat, so in order to reduce his powers, he was imprisoned.298 Aber was a 
son to Odur Min Odyek, a man who set out a strong foundation for Koro chiefdom. 
Actually, a road is named in his memory in Gulu town. Like most other chiefdoms, the 
first chief of the chiefdom was called the name of the chiefdom, in this case, Koro.  
Acaye is not crowned yet, though he seems generally to be perceived as the legitimate 
chief of the chiefdom. This may demonstrate that those chiefs whose position has not 
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298 Rwot Acaye, Koro, August 2016. 
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been contested and whose position is ‘easily’ historically traced back, do not ‘need’ such 
crowning ceremonies as mechanism of legitimation.  
The reason for the delay is further explained in several stories. It appears there are still 
rituals that have to be performed before he can be fully installed as chief. The story to 
this, is that the jok (deity) has been deconsecrated. Sometime back, it is said that the 
grandfather of Rwot Acaye fell down and died, and appropriate rituals were not 
conducted. The same thing happened to his son, the father of Acaye, he too simply got 
an injury and died. Note that these incidences are not treated as normal occurances and 
some sort of appeasement to the deities needs to be made. So the assumption is that, 
should Rwot Acaye be anointed, without conducting the rituals, he too will die.299 
However, preparations are underway, but as to whether and when Acaye should be 
anointed is a decision which can only be determined by the deity.300  
Koro chiefdom comprises of five main clans and other sub-clans who pay allegiance to 
the chief of Koro.301 All these sub-clans have been given different roles by the chief.302 For 
instance the Pageya clan has the responsibility to organise the installation and burial of 
chiefs in such circumstances.303 Each clan has a chairperson, won kom, whose 
responsibility is to link the chief. The chief communicates with the community through 
these won kom. Besides the won kom, the chiefdom is governed with the help of a council 
of elders. The council of elders comprises of the chief’s representative in the different 
villages.304 Michael lives in a modest house, one of those constructed by the government 
during the ACORD revival process. His home, roughly 100 meters from the Highway on 
Kampala-Gulu road, is no different from the neighbouring houses and with an equally 
small compound. The compound, despite being small, operates as the chief’s main 
working space. It hosts meetings, mediation sessions and it hosts visitors to the chief. He 
has benches and plastic chairs for his visitor to get comfortable. The rwot rides his own 
motorcycle. 
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300 Anonymous elder, Koro, September 2016. 
301 Focus group discussion members of Koro clan, Koro Abili, January 2018. 
302 Rwot Acaye, Koro, August 2016. 
303 Rwot Acaye, Koro, August 2016.  
304 Focus group discussion, Koro, December 2017. 
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8.4.2. Chiefly Services: Handling Issues of Suicide, Accidents and Land 
No doubt, Rwot Acaye is a welcoming person, especially, once he gets to know and starts 
to feel comfortable with someone. When you don’t find him at his home, seated outside 
either with visitors or alone, he will most likely be at KKA offices. His busiest days are 
the Thursdays, when he holds mediation sessions at his home. Every Thursday, he and 
his council hold local court or mediation sessions to hear complaints of all sorts like for 
example deaths, compensations and land wrangles. Complaints can also be referred to 
him from the local government, for instance the LCs often refer cases on land to him.305  
For example, I witnessed one man who came with his wife to complain about a sister who 
got married into a different clan and now she and her husband wanted to take possession 
of the ancestral land on which this couple live and cultivate their crops. Cases, if not 
resolved at this level, were referred to the KKA mediation committee, of which Rwot 
Acaye is part. As many as 5 cases a day can be mediated on such busy Thursdays. There 
is a book, in which issues of compensation are fixed and written down, which clearly 
shortens the time negotiations would take. For example, I observed a case in which 
murder had occurred and two families were present. Unfortunately, I did not have my 
translator but I could follow a bit. This meeting lasted not more than two hours, which is 
really little time for most of these kinds of gatherings. At the end, the rwot and the elders 
simply opened the book, told the people the amount of compensation and gave them a 
time frame within which they were expected to pay. Both sides seemed satisfied and it 
was time for another meeting, this time on a land issue. These fixed rules for 
compensation were further institutionalised throughout the process of NGO-isation. 
Dennis Pain’s report in 1997 clearly underlined how the rationalisation and 
uniformisation was key for an effective intervention of rwodi in the practice of mediation. 
Other days of the week, Rwot Acaye can be often found at KKA. Since 2016, every 
Monday, Wednesday and Friday he has been working as a mediator at KKA, a role which 
he avidly speaks about. There is a small fee (UGX 60,000, approx. $16) levied on every 
case that is brought before the committee, and with this money, the chiefs are 
facilitated.306  
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306 Rwot of Koro, December 2017. 
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Acaye is close to KKA and an ally of the Paramount Chief and thus part of his Big Man’s 
network. Against KKA’s vision, he also seems to support the creation of new and more 
chiefdoms.  
"From, a personal point of view, there is no problem with new chiefs coming up. 
It only becomes a problem when these chiefs cause tensions among people. 
Having more chiefs helps reduce the workload”.307 
People address the rwot with all kinds of issues and problems. He is sometimes asked to 
make sacrifices to heal diseases, such as measles.308 An old woman told me that when 
murder happens, they first consult the rwot.309 The rwot himself explains that he handles 
very different problems, for example addressing impotence. During the time of my 
research, to told me he was approached by a man with three sons, all of them impotent, 
who sought for his help. Acaye and the elders organised for a ritual to be performed, and 
while talking to him he was eager to explain me the details of this ritual. It is conducted 
in an abila, and items for the ritual were collected and taken to the shrine: a brown 
feathered chicken, sesame (lajima type) and millet flour (not grinded in a mill machine but 
on a grinding stone with an elderly woman in her menopause). Then the spirits were 
invoked to bless the boys. Afterwards, the boys were instructed to move to their homes 
without looking back, talking to anyone, enter their house and close the door; only then 
is the ritual expected to work.310  
The chief also wants to ensure ‘peaceful and harmonious living’ in his chiefdom, by 
ensuring mediation and reconciliation and by engaging in ‘community awareness 
campaigns’ in collaboration with for example the LCs. An example is their campaign for 
suicide prevention that was going on during my research. Amongst the Labwoch clan, 
suicides had become rampant in the chiefdom. One particular example that was told to 
me by several people in Koro: A boy was living with his cousin who was HIV/positive, 
who he used to take to TASO, the AIDS Support Organisation for medication. She started 
to regain strength after receiving her medication. The boy, in his naivety, thought the 
cousin had been cured of HIV/AIDS, and he engaged in sexual relations with her. He 
realised later that he had contracted the disease, and in panic, he killed both the cousin 
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and himself. This was a very traumatic event for the community, which immediately 
sought the help of the elders who went to the chief. He consulted and decided, since it 
was not the first suicide case in the community that something more structural needed to 
be done. Together with ARLPI and local leaders like the LCI for instance, awareness 
campaigns in different parts of the chiefdom were being organised in August 2017, which 
helped to reduce the suicide cases.311 Additionally, the rwot and his committee carried 
out cleansing rituals in which a goat, offered by the members of his council, was 
slaughtered after which the suicides reduced.312 Another related example is about a 
military tank which fell in Pece stream that was very deep. After this incident, the place 
was becoming referred to as a ‘black spot’, where women would commit suicide by 
throwing themselves in this stream. To curb this unfortunate happening, Rwot Acaye 
mobilised local leaders in the region including Local Councillors, members of parliament 
and the local communities living around the place, to fill the hole. The chief organised for 
rituals that were being performed properly, and since then, there have been no deaths 
occurring there anymore.313 
Another example of the performance of the very important register of providing restored 
harmony is the following: The chiefdom was experiencing several people being involved 
in accidents. When the director of Abora Youth Development Centre was knocked down 
in an accident, the chief called for a ritual sacrifice. Community members mobilised for 
the ceremony, in which they provided goats to sacrifice. The rwot provided a sheep. An 
LC3 in the area also gave a sheep and the cleansing was done in Opoka forest where the 
accident had taken place.314 Along the same lines, there were two catholic priests who on 
different occasions were involved in accidents by hitting two members of from Koro 
chiefdom. Rwot Acaye appealed to Archbishop Odama to have the families of the 
bereaved compensated, and the Bishop agreed. He provided money for the goats for 
compensation.315  
These are all stories that people like to tell and repeat, which give legitimacy to the chief’s 
position and authority. His rwotship is strongly built on these interventions which make 
the chief be trusted upon by his people, and make him being respected and appreciated. 
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313 Focus group discussion with elders of Koro chiefdom Koro Abili village, January 2018. 
314 Rwot Acaye at his palace in Koro, December 2017. 
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Yet, on closer inspection and by observing the important roles by actors other than the 
chief it becomes clear that the many other key performances are not done by the chief 
himself in person, but by people from his ‘entourage’. For the daily functions of the 
chiefdom, the chiefdom council does most of the work. For instance during reconciliation 
rituals, he only comes in when there is a disagreement his representatives are not able to 
handle.316 Koro consists of many clans and each clan has a representative at in the 
chiefdom.317 These representatives who form the council of elders perform several 
functions including; mato oput for certain kinds of death like suicides and murders, 
mediation over land conflicts where tensions are high and ensuring that death and burial 
rituals are performed in accordance with tradition.318  
Rwot Acaye, close to KKA, during the immediate post-conflict period had been working 
with donors agencies. Right after the war, when he had to perform many cleansing and 
welcoming rituals, support was being provided for him by NUTI, before they later closed 
down and left. Today, he rather distances himself from these donors. For the daily 
running of his chiefdom, he is not interested in writing proposals for donor funding of 
those NGOs remaining that might be interested. He even said: 
“It is better now that they left us, the exit has only empowered us more as a chief. 
We know our responsibilities as chiefs in our chiefdoms. While NGO’s were still 
so much around, they used to tell them [chiefs] that the support is not going to be 
there forever, we knew”.319  
He is a chief who does not look super ambitious, if you compare him to chiefs such as 
Yusuf Adek or Latim. He is not very fluent in English neither, so I imagine he would be 
in a weak position to compete for remaining donor funding. His roles seem according to 
the basic customary expectations and cultural roles. Finally, it also has to be noted that 
not everyone is equally positive about the chief. Some people see him as a ‘weak’ chief, 
because of his ordinariness and the lack of charisma. Also, some people complain about 
him being absent, or not visible enough.320 Some people speculate about him being a 
drunkard.  

316 Focus group discussion elders of Koro clan, Koro, December 2017. 
317 Rwot of Koro, December 2017. 
318 Rwot Acaye, January 2018. 
319 Rwot Acaye, at his palace in Koro, December 2017.  
320 Discussions with one lady and a group of three young boys in Koro, in August 2016. 
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8.5. Post-Post Conflict Rwotship and its Current Everyday Manifestation 
From these and other cases of chiefs I have studied during my research, it is clear that the 
way in which the chiefdom is organised or the chief’s position is legitimised differs 
greatly from case to case. First of all, it is interesting to see the different degrees of 
‘institutionalisation’ of the chiefdom. Where the Pageya chiefdom has an extensively 
developed chiefdom administration with chiefdom ministries etc., some chiefs operate 
with only the council of elders. Pawel chiefdom has a secretary of ‘ker kwaro Pawel’, 
mimicking the KKA-structure of chiefdom administration and reavealing ‘forms of 
stateness’ (Hansen & Stepputat 2001; Hagmann & Péclard 2010). This process of 
institutionalisation has to be traced back to the colonial period, and has been ‘deepened’ 
with the process of NGOisation.  
What all chiefdoms have in common, is their dependency on an entourage, whether it is 
historically customary or not. No chiefdom can be run can be run by the chief alone. There 
is a strong dependence on clan members, whether through fixed administrated 
institutions or not. The councils or zonal leaders have important responsibilities in the 
chiefdom, and are often responsible for the practical, daily functions of the chiefdom. The 
fact that today, several chiefs such as the one presented in this chapter do not even reside 
at their chiefdom homes or headquarters anymore, even reinforces more this 
dependency.  I observed the chiefs of Atiak, Pawel, but also Lamogi and Pagak for 
example having their homes in Gulu and only from time to time visiting their chiefdoms. 
Throughout history, customary leadership was never the outcome of individual agency; 
rwodi never acted ‘alone’ and were always surrounded by a committee of clan elders. 
However, the way in which international donor agencies engaged with customary 
authority was through approaching chiefs individually, as a single embodiment of 
traditional authority and as the cultural representative of his community. Empowerment 
of individual chiefs through workshops and trainings largely overlooked these broader 
structures behind individual rwodi.  
8.5.1. Changing Customary Roles and Practices 
Chiefs exercise several roles and tasks, within and outside their culturally and socially 
ascribed roles. Some of these ascribed roles are ‘classic’ roles that have remained over 
time and for which the rwot is responsible “because he is anointed to do that"321 such as 
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conducting the necessary rituals on particular events, in case of suspicious death, 
witchcraft, etc., or such as mediating cases of conflict and settling disputes, to restore 
harmony. The mediation practices take different shapes, some have become more 
institutionalised taking place at KKA, others have not changed that much over time. Land 
is an issue all chiefs I have talked to during my research are equally involved in. In terms 
of the services that chiefs provide to their communities, the register of land remains a key 
customary domain with a high demand, but also high levels of legitimacy being attached 
within in this domain to the customary actors.  
But other forms of dispute remain equally important on the daily agendas of the chief: 
domestic violence, murders, witchcraft etc. It is at this levels that the chiefs’ intervention 
remains crucial, and that people will explicitly seek chiefly intervention. The capacity to 
successfully intervene, is thus an important parameter for the chiefs’ legitimacy. Their 
interventions are sought for in the first place by community members ‘in need’, but also 
by politicians, for example seeking blessings before they can run for positions.322 This 
demonstrates how their legitimacy is vested in different social and political networks 
within their societies. Some chiefs are sought for by NGOs, but as described in this 
dissertation, this used to be the case much more then it is today.  
8.5.2. No Legitimacy without Material Resources to Sustain Chiefly Practices 
Rwodi also occupy positions in institutions different from the cultural, some of which 
might seem conflictual. Some might hold positions in government, or in church. Being a 
rwot is no longer a fulltime job; many of the chiefs are engaged in formal and informal 
employment, for instance the rwot of Ariya is the deputy principal at Unyama National 
Teachers college, the chief of Atiak is in public institution, the chief of Pagak is a software 
developer working in Kampala, the rwodi of Lamogi and Alokolum are both involved in 
large-scale farming, the rwot of Pageya is a businessman. These professional activities are 
in the first place important to make a living (as the chief is no longer ‘taken care of’ by 
the community members as this used to be the case long time ago), but can also be used 
to boast the chiefs’ programmes and activities in the chiefdom. Every chief struggles in 
his own ways to raise funds for the chiefdom and to provide for their families. They often 
have large families depending on them, and are expected to ‘share’ their resources with 

322 Tony, Gulu, June 2015. 
    


a large group of ‘relatives’.323 During a discussion with some elders in Pawel chiefdom, I 
asked about the ways in which the chief sustains himself financially. They responded: “in 
the way you saw in the meeting”. In that meeting, the chief had been asking the elders 
and leaders to raise funds for a reconciliation event he was planning.324 So there is no 
distinction made between funding the chief and funding the chiefdom activities.  
Material resources are indispensable to successfully respond to the needs of the 
community, and for many chiefs, their professional work does not raise enough resources 
to finance their activities. For their interventions such as the performance of rituals, or 
provision of mediation and compensation, community support is being provided (in the 
form of small fees or animals to be slaughtered). This material community support is 
crucial. Since financial resources for customary activities have for a long time been 
externally provided, both the chiefs as well as their community members have lost the 
attitude and the ability to self-sustain these activities. 
Unlike in other countries, the rwodi cannot levy taxes of any kind on their people. The 
customary law under the ‘Institution of Traditional or Cultural Leaders Act 2011’325 does 
not permit this. Section 11 articles 1 and 2 on ‘responsibility of the community where a 
traditional or cultural leader exists’ states the following: ‘the community where a traditional 
or cultural leader is installed shall have the primary responsibility of maintaining the traditional 
or cultural leader’. This stresses the fact that the functioning of the chiefdom is entirely 
financially dependent on the chiefs and their communities themselves. The chief is 
supposed to be ‘maintained’ by his subjects. But that same act clearly states further that, 
subject to Article 246(3d) ‘a person shall not be compelled to pay allegiance or contribute to the 
cost of maintaining a traditional or cultural leader’. And further: ‘a person who compels another 
person to pay allegiance to a traditional or cultural leader commits an offence and is liable on 
conviction to a fine not exceeding twenty-four currency points or imprisonment not exceeding 
twelve months or both’. The support provided by the community should as such be free, 
and not imposed.326  
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would work for them.   
324 Interview with elder, Owoo centre, August 2016 
325 https://ulii.org/ug/legislation/act/2015/6-9.  
326 I however observe that people, often old people, are willing to help when the chief calls on them, even 
if it was for his personal issues. I witnessed a group of women being requested by the chief Latim to 
collect grass (as roofing material) which they willingly did, not being compensated for it.  
    


This makes it hard to talk with chiefs themselves on how they ‘draw’ this financial and 
material support from their subjects. Most chiefs know this law very well, and are 
cautious not to be caught on its wrong side. However, they still explicitly appeal to 
communities for help. Some chiefs do develop extortionist tendencies, and informally, 
several stories have been told to me on this. One example is about a family that was 
seeking the intervention of a chief in a case of suicide. Issues of compensation were being 
taken out of proportion, the grieved family was asking way too much from the other 
family that was blamed for the death of a wife they had not officially married. When the 
chief was approached to resolve the dispute, he demanded that the family first paid him 
UGX 400,000 (approx. $111)327 before he would even listen to this case.  
We already showed how the strategic dependency on external actors has shaped the 
image of ‘begging chiefs’ and ‘corrupt chiefs’ and has affected their moral authority in 
the community and sadly for some chiefs, this image remains. On the other hand, I 
observed that it is really not easy for chiefs to become social-economically stable, which 
is in itself a key factor for the production of public authority. The former prime minister 
of KKA, Ojara Okin, now a member of the national parliament of in Uganda told me that 
according to him, respect for the chiefs today is increasingly dependent on their economic 
status, as ‘society respects the wealthy’.328 Chiefs thus, through different ways are 
constantly trying to improve their economic status. It is observed how those chiefs with 
status symbols such as nice cars and big houses, indeed are paid respect (as is a general 
tendency in Uganda). Yet, I equally observed this wealth is not enough to be respected, 
and this wealth needs of course to be translated in ‘community projects’ for it to ‘trickle 
down’ to the people as well.   
In the post-aid context as described earlier, additional material resources to realise these 
projects are hard to access. Some chiefs continue to use their connections with donors to 
try to get a project supported here and there. What also becomes clear, though, is that 
donor support in the first place was also unequally distributed. While much of the 
support went through KKA, individual chiefs who partnered in NGO projects were often 
those rwodi who were vocal, spoke good English, and had visions that were in line with 
the dominant NGO agendas. As the cases described in this chapter have demonstrated, 
those chiefs who had been invited for trainings and workshops and those who had been 
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given the authority to perform reconciliation and reintegration rituals, often were those 
chiefs who, compared to their colleagues, were ‘well connected, wealthy and 
educated’.329  
Finally, it also can be notices that symbolic resources have equally changed. Both ‘new’ 
and ‘old’ symbolic resources are mobilised by rwodi in carving out their position.  The 
‘old’ regalia are still very important as sources of chiefly authority, but of equal 
importance are the ‘administrative regalia’ such as the chiefdom stamps, the ‘strategic 
plans’, the chiefdom documentation, the chiefs’ university degrees etc. Custom still very 
much takes the form of cultural knowledge, and this register, on which customary 
authorities have a monopoly (van Kessel & Oomen 1999) is still used very extensively. 
Chiefs are supposed to master the right rituals, and draw much respect and authority 
from this. Some chiefs have turned this resource in what the Comaroffs have called a 
political resource, such as the chief of Pawel who uses the anniversary of his coronation 
to organise a festival as a ‘powerful tool for peacebuilding’.  
8.5.3. Applying Changing Repertoires 
In the literature on customary chiefs it is often highlighted that, in order to be legitimate, 
the ‘two fields’ of culture and modernity need to be simultaneously used by the rwodi 
(Kleist, 2011). Chiefs are constantly being demanded to impose respect to ‘original’ 
cultural norms, but at the same time being asked to adapt these to the current 
circumstances (as many ‘original’ rituals have become too costly for people to provide for 
alone, for example). Although this ‘traditional’ – ‘modern’ dichotomy is analytically not 
very useful, we observe how these registers are literally used by chiefs to legitimate their 
rwotship. The services offered by chiefs to their communities, which are crucial in the 
construction of their public authority, are often being presented with the repertoire of 
‘community projects’, resonating dominant development jargon. Chiefs talk about their 
chiefdom ‘visions’ in forms of ‘strategic sustainable development plans’. What also 
significantly struck me again was that despite the few interested NGOs remaining, 
several chiefs continue to frame their chiefly roles and chiefdom plans within registers of 
aid. There is a clear shift however, from registers or narratives of ‘peacebuilding’ to 
registers of (sustainable) development. Just like we observed for KKA in chapter 5, part 
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of the strategies of chiefs to navigate the changing context, was to adapt to discursive 
shifts in donor approaches.  
Some chiefs continued to heavily use these repertoires and kept on  ‘donor hunting’, as I 
learned from my daily observations during fieldwork. Unlike ten years ago when donors 
searched for rwodi to partner with, some chiefs have now become full-time donor-hunters 
trying to ‘capture’ remaining aid. Even those chiefs explicitly distancing themselves from 
KKA and ‘their NGO chiefs’, I observed them investing in the necessary documents, 
administrative structures and financial regulations to attract donor funds. Often, NGOs 
which are being approached by customary chiefs are local NGOs which themselves face 
serious difficulties in attracting funds from their international partners. Rwodi offer their 
expertise in reconciliation ceremonies, community development and cultural revival 
ceremonies like dancing or cooking competitions. These dynamics, according to the 
prime minister of KKA, almost amount to begging. “But how can chiefs beg? A chief in 
Acholi is not supposed to beg let alone be held accountable or reprimanded”.330  
Some rwodi spend a lot of their time on the writing and submission of ‘project proposals’ 
to donors as well as to the Ugandan Government. For example, one rwot submitted a 
proposal (for a reconciliation event) with the NGO Justice and Reconciliation Project 
(JRP), ACORD and other organisations. Only ACORD promised him UGX 500,000 
(approx. US $.140) of the demanded budget of UGX 13 million (US $3622). His alternative 
move was to seek support from the members of the executive committee of his chiefdom 
and demand contributions in terms of food and manpower from the community. The 
UGX.10, 000 (approx. US $3) requirement from executive members appeared to be too 
much for them to contribute. As such, when chiefs are being approached by their subjects 
for interventions, these chiefs first have to look for funding. For example, one rwot 
narrated how he had planned a welcoming and reconciliation ceremony for a brother 
who had left the family and was now returning home. After having approached several 
NGOs, he succeeded and obtained funds from the NGO GWED-G.331 Yet, this is a typical 
customary practice which would logically be organised and provided for by the local 
community itself.  
The positioning of chiefs using repertoires human rights and gender is not without 
contestation. Gender is a good example of the contested co-production of chiefly 
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authority. Despite the heavy drawing on the ‘gender’ buzz word to remain relevant in 
the world of development, rwodi combine this with defending ‘cultural’ approaches to 
gender that have been criticized for violating women's rights and oppressing women. In 
an interview, Rwot Latim told me for instance, 
"In Acholi, it is culturally an abomination for a woman to cheat on her husband. 
This can lead to the death of the husband. If she buys food from money she has 
received from another man, she kills her children as well. On the other hand, in 
Acholi culture, its permissible for a man to have more than one wife […] NGO 
trainings are inspired by the laws of the country that talk about equality between 
men and women. However, even according to God’s plan, men and women are 
not equal. Women are a weaker sex, men are stronger. Thus, talking about equality 
is not realist. There has to be a head of the family. Men are superior. Teaching 
about equality can cause conflicts. It is the men supposed to do the hard work. 
Women should be under the protection of the men. A happy man is one who 
comes home and eats food prepared by the wife. Women should not be exposed 
to moving at night. Women are wiser than men and should thus use their wisdom 
to make proper decisions. Women should be taught to give respect to their 
husbands. Even Acholi dances portray the protective nature of men over the 
women."332 
The chief’s approach to gender-based violence and other gender related topics is very 
popular and strongly appreciated,333 and the meetings are attended by many people. As 
such, the chief is able to broker between two very different and seemingly opposite 
registers, or ‘moral economies’ or systems of norms to construct authority by mastering 
its repertoires. 
The dwindling position and image of KKA has made some chiefs to explicitly distance 
themselves from the institution to seek donor funds themselves, individually. By 
isolating themselves from KKA and by explicitly referring to the institution as corrupt 
and badly managed, those chiefs profile themselves as the ‘true’ cultural alternatives who 
are deeply rooted within their communities. The chief of Pawel for example admitted to 
be a ‘rebel’ chief in his relation with KKA, to which he referred to as a ‘corrupt secretary’ 
and its paramount chief as ‘a puppet of the Museveni regime’. Yet he is keen of having 
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333 Focus group discussion elders of Pawel chiefdom, Pugwunyi, January 2018. 
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himself good relationships with what he called ‘his partners’, who provide him with 
assistance to perform his chiefly roles.  
8.5.4 Performing Rwotship through Visibility and Proximity 
The legitimacy of the rwodi seem to depend on their visibility in the chiefdom. The issue 
of visibility is complex. If community members complain about their chiefs, this is often 
about the fact that they do not ‘see’ the chief. Sometimes, this means that they do not 
know the chief, they have no idea where he is, what he does, how he looks like. Actually, 
it seems many people do not know their chiefs, this applies to those in towns as in the 
villages alike. But those chiefs ‘that are working’ (who are actively organising 
‘community events’ or ‘community projects’, are visible, and people always have to say 
something about them. Rwodi can for example be blamed for being unapproachable, but 
most for being ‘passive chiefs’, ‘simply staying at his palace, not do sensitisation and 
simply wait for the people to take their issues to them’.334 Chiefs are thus supposed to be 
active, and pro-actively working in the community, addressing problems and issues 
before people bring those to him. As Hofmann & Kirk (2013) have argued: public 
authority must consistently be practiced or performed by those claiming it. But to build 
schools, organise large sensitisation events or celebrations, some chiefs can realise this as 
we have seen, but certainly not all of them.  
The post-conflict period, through the revival process, the peacebuilding and transition 
justice programmes, was characterised by a strong visibility of chiefs and chiefly 
performances as explained in chapter 4. Yet current everyday chiefly practices such as 
intervening with ritual sacrifices in cases of suicide, disease or impotence, are chiefly roles 
that are rather ‘invisible’, compared to the chiefly rituals such as mato oput which were 
extremely visualised.  
Visibility thus has not always to be taken literally, as Rwot Apire lives in Kampala and is 
often absent from the chiefdom itself. Other chiefs are visible in several ways, by taking 
active part in public debates. When I asked people to name for me those chiefs that were 
most respected, often chiefs were cited that are very vocal, like Rwot Adek who is always 
on radio talk shows. ‘Ordinary’ community members have to pass through the council of 
elders, while LCs or politicians for example can contact chiefs immediately on their 
phones. Also, visibility of course also comes with interest, and it is known that older 

334 LC 1, Anonymous, September 2016.   
    


people more often consult and thus actively look for the chief then young people, who 
often do not know the chief.   
To be a respected and a legitimate chief, it is thus important to be close to the community, 
as in being involved, even if this does not mean physical proximity. This ‘closeness’ to 
the community is key, as a chief is expected to ‘be with his people’. Of course, people still 
stress the brokerage function of their chiefs, and the ‘chiefs’ responsibility to link the 
chiefdom to the outside world like other chiefdoms, government and donors’.335 But in 
the first place, the chief should work from the inside, within their communities.  
8.6. Conclusion 
These frustrations over the perverse effects of extraversion, together with the exit of 
available NGOs, has prompted chiefs to take a different approach on things. With a small 
selection of a few rwodi, I have tried to illustrate this approach. What I got from observing 
rwodi in their everyday activities, is that in order to have authority and be respected, they 
try to be as visible as possible, working hard as individuals to prove their importance and 
capacities. Their legitimacy is strongly dependent on their practices, and on what they 
do, more then on simply ‘who they are’, or whether you are young or old, are from the 
royal lineage or not, being put in the colonial registers of rwodi moo and rwodi kalam, being 
crowned or not.   
Some chiefs, even with limited resources and restricted ambitions, and without fancy 
strategic plans, seem to be able to conduct a measure of authority and legitimacy as 'just' 
or 'only' chiefs. Legitimacy is clearly constructed at several levels simultaneously, by an 
ambiguous, hybrid and dynamic combination of support/recognition from their 
communities, from international actors, and from the state (Ibreck & Pendle 2016). The 
capacities of chiefs to ‘tactically and dynamically’ appeal to different expectations (Lentz 
1998) varies strongly from case to case. Through Big Man networks, chiefs can support 
each other, and especially in terms of identity or reputation, being part of a network can 
be important. However, financial resources are scarce, and many chiefs just have to 
struggle individually, on their own. 
Other factors such as the chiefs' age for example can also further influence his ability of 
navigating (although this aspect has not particularly dealt with this issue). Although age 
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as such does not seem to be a parameter in itself for measuring their legitimacy, younger 
chiefs may manoeuvre differently through changing registers because of different 
education, different networks and different access to sources such as social media. What 
I also observed is that urban-based chiefs may also have access to a wider variety of 
resources, registers and (global) networks to mobilise in the construction of their 
authority and legitimacy, but this would need to be investigated more systematically.  
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Chapter 9.  General Conclusion 
 
This research project has tried to understand current processes of the production of 
Acholi customary authority in northern Uganda. Analysing this production from the 
current dynamics of ‘post-post-conflict’ aid withdrawal, the research has enabled us to 
study the long-term impact of international humanitarian- and peacebuilding 
programmes on the position, authority and legitimacy of Acholi customary chiefs or 
rwodi. It is this impact of intense international interventions that can be seen as the 
element mostly distinguishing Acholi chiefdoms from other customary institutions in 
Uganda. Our findings on the transformations of chiefship and customary practices and 
authority in several ways reflect similar processes elsewhere in the country, such as the 
process of institutionalisation, the effects of contested process of revival or the patronage 
relation to politics. The specific conflict and post-conflict history of Acholiland has 
however strongly shaped the current political arena in which rwodi navigate their 
position and authority. This has resulted in the emergence of specific registers and 
repertoires (of conflict, peace and reconciliation) through which customary authority 
could develop.  
My analysis has brought me to study different aspects of customary authority, via its past 
and present manifestations, by critically investigating its main actors, its main practices, 
resources, registers and repertoires. What has this research taught us about customary 
authority as a dynamic, evolving process in a post-war and post-aid setting? How does 
the research speak to broader debates concerning the relation between custom and 
external interventions, or the production of public authority in peacebuilding 
interventions? This concluding chapter will not provide a summary of the findings and 
conclusions of the individual chapters, but rather further elaborates on broader 
reflections of public authority in post-post conflict regimes. The two main theoretical 
arguments or own contributions will be underlined, the first one on extraversion – 
introversion and the second one on a critical reading of the notion of navigation and 
‘adaptation’.  
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9.1. ‘What after?’ Customary Authority in the Post-Post Conflict Political 
Arena 
I started this dissertation by introducing the post-post conflict setting of northern 
Uganda, a setting in which post-conflict interventions are coming to an end. The post-
conflict humanitarian narrative in northern Uganda legitimising the massive engagement 
of aid agencies and the reconciliation roles of customary leaders seems to have come to 
an end, and the Museveni regime actively promotes the image of northern Uganda as a 
‘post-post conflict’ zone an emerging field for ‘development and investment’. The 
transition from a post-conflict to a post-post conflict setting presents a unique ‘moment’ 
to study customary authority ‘in the making’ (Hoffmann & Kirk 2013). It is a period of 
reconfiguration, and as such as moment of transformation or opening in which chiefs 
‘could imagine their own political projects and relations to the state and society in varied 
ways (Alexander 2018: in 135). Applying our conceptual framework developed on the 
basis of Hagmann & Péclard’s (2010) and Hoffmann & Kirk (2013), the concept of the 
political arena helped us to analytically approach this particular moment of 
reconfiguration. In this sense it appears as a complex political space in which various 
actors deploy a range of material and symbolic resources to construct and bargain their 
authority (Hagmann & Péclard 2010).  
This is an on-going process, during my research, it felt like we were in the midst of it, and 
since it is not really clear where it will bring us, it is hard to make ‘hard’ or ‘full’ claims 
on the manifestations of post-post conflict rwotship. However, in the emerging registers 
of development and investment, there does not seem to be a particular place envisioned 
for customary leaders, as was the case during the post-conflict period, in which they had 
a clearly defined role as important providers of services in the form of transitional justice 
for example.  
In the post-conflict arena, rwodi came to occupy a strong position to manifest and 
negotiate their authority and power. Post-conflict peacebuilding interventions brought 
in new resources, empowered new actors and provided new repertoires, which could be 
employed in various ways. Chiefs were able to influence the post-conflict governance 
arrangements, to a certain extent, by their roles as providers of transitional justice and 
social repair after the war. The services offered by them were key public goods: justice, 
repair, reconciliation and social ‘harmony’. As the holders of the repertoires and 
capacities to provide these goods, they hold a strategic position of authority, a position 
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that they increasingly ‘brokered’ by connecting donors to their communities. Their 
authority and legitimacy vested in their communities was a valuable resource, tapped 
into by donors and the Ugandan state alike, who both needed local legitimation for their 
actions and agendas.  
My research has demonstrated that the customary authority that emerged from this post-
conflict arena was characterised by a process of profound institutionalisation, which took 
the form of something in between an NGO and a state. Combining donor repertoires and 
repertoires of stateness, a specific form of customary authority was shaped, represented 
by a hierarchical structure of chiefs. This institutionalised form of customary authority, 
instead of being a purely ‘invented tradition’ shaped by external actors, was a complex 
‘co-production’, shaped by external and internal visions and agency alike. However, my 
research has indicated that this co-produced form of customary authority which 
eventually transformed rwotship into a centralised institution, was not ‘strong enough’ to 
survive the shifts and reconfigurations of ‘political and economic ecologies’ (Comaroff & 
Comaroff 2018) that occurred when external interventions ended. I have described how 
the centarlised form of customary authority gradually crippled, with the collapse of KKA 
as the ultimate outcome. Customary actors entered the new, post-post conflict political 
arena in a weakened and fragmented and decentralised way. This decentralised ways are 
however not a reproduction of some kind of pre-institutional form of customary 
authority, as was to be found in pre-colonial Acholiland. It refers to a contemporary 
largely individualised landscape of customary authority marked by rifts Big Men politics.  
In the post-post conflict arena, the post-conflict aid agencies have withdrawn, and the 
Ugandan state has repositioned itself as the main key player within this political arena. 
Relations between governance actors in the arena have been shifted. Now, customary 
leaders have become increasingly dependent on the state, and not the other way around. 
Museveni repeatedly urges customary leaders to strictly stick to their roles of preserving 
culture. What is the remaining room in this arena for rwodi to negotiate their power?  
The question ‘what comes after’ is a question that has received little attention in the 
academic literature on post-conflict interventions. As if, when post-conflict has come to 
an end, we are going ‘back to back’. Yet, the ‘after’ phase is yet a new political arena in 
northern Uganda, which is nothing like going back to the pre-conflict phase. This focus 
on ‘what after’ is crucial to understand how new authority actors and positions evolve, 
and are able or unable to adapt to changing political, social and economic dynamics. It is 
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crucial to understand not only the requirements for being a chief, but most importantly, 
for remaining a chief. 
‘Transitioning’ moments for rwodi have been multiple, when we take a historical 
perspective. Take the end of colonial rule, for example, when the colonial administration 
withdrew, and chiefs were forced to forge alliances with newly emerging post-colonial 
political elites (Branch 2010). But how can we understand this comparison to past 
moments of reconfiguration, forcing chiefs to reposition themselves and adapt to remain 
in power? Who has replaced the main resource providers for customary leaders (external 
donors) with the coming to an end of the post-conflict peacebuilding period? In the post-
post conflict arena, the most influent actors in northern Uganda are the state, investment 
companies, the World Bank, and societal actors such as born-again churches. None of 
these seem to have an explicit or public interest in rwodi for the provision of their services 
and the realisation of their legitimacy, as was the case with the donors before. The direct 
visible, public authority of chiefs thus has little room to remain. Indirectly, however, they 
remain important, as they remain key actors in the negotiation of power and access to 
(political) resources; for the state to provide access to electoral support or for the 
companies to provide access to land for example. Yet these political exchanges, which 
chiefs can strategically broker, take place in a largely invisible way.  
This post-post conflict moment of reconfiguration is very much on-going, which makes 
it tricky to grasp its outcomes for the future, although it can indicate some directions. Yet, 
current tendencies do not only enable us to take a look to the future, what this research 
has demonstrated, they also provide us with an original window to look at the past. My 
findings reveal some profound and long-term workings of humanitarian governance as 
a social, economic and political process. It has for example demonstrated the re-validation 
of registers of custom and tradition, which eventually resulted in a transformation is this 
register.  Studying chiefly practices, registers or documents, has shown some persistent 
characteristics of humanitarian discourses on peacebuilding or of NGO-isation logics, for 
example. The research has also demonstrated how the donor-driven production of 
customary authority has strongly affected their moral authority, as another long-term 
effect of external intervention. The co-production of post-conflict forms of public 
authorities thus appeared to be strongly ‘contested’, on the long term. This research has 
further tried to find an answer to the question how, then, did rwodi negotiate this affected 
moral authority. The concluding of these findings will be presented in the following 
section.  
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9.2. Customary Authority Today: From Extraversion to Introversion?  
To analyse the production of public authority through post-conflict peacebuilding 
interventions, I have used the Jean-François Bayart’s notion of extraversion. By 
investigating post-post conflict dynamics of customary authority in this dissertation, we 
observe a shift from rwodi’s external- towards internal orientation, by which chiefs who 
formerly derived most of their public authority from an explicit connection with 
international donors, now deliberately re-invest in internal sources of legitimacy (with 
their local ‘communities’). In reference to the notion of extraversion, we could identify 
this process as mechanisms of ‘introversion’.336 Humanitarian aid-withdrawal has largely 
undermined these extraversion mechanisms. The economy of donor-driven post-conflict 
interventions has passed its peak and humanitarian and peacebuilding donor agencies 
increasingly become disinterested in the region. The external resources on which 
customary chiefs built their strategic relation of dependency dried up and prompted a 
reverse mechanism.  
Introversion, here could be defined as reaching ‘inwards’, and the movement to 
reposition themselves back ‘into’ their communities. This introversion mechanism is not 
only a deliberate form of action, as is the case with extraversion, it is a mechanism that is 
partly forced upon chiefs, to reach out again to their ‘base’, their communities, but also 
to become dependent again on their support. The dependency of this support is dual: on 
the one hand it takes the form of material support, but on the other hand it takes the form 
of moral support and legitimacy. Introversion is not only characterised by a shift in 
resources, but also a shift in registers and practices. A register that plays a dominant role 
in this introversion strategies is the register of the ‘original’ and ‘authentic’ forms of 
custom. Where through the process of donor support (or extraversion), ‘tradition’ was 
connected to the register of ‘authenticity’ which was being projected in the pre-war 
period, the ‘authenticity’ referred to during the current phase of introversion is projected 
in the ‘pre-NGO’ period. To be successful in introversion mechanisms, rwodi need to have 
cultural capacities in the form of knowledge of so-called ‘original’ cultural practices. The 
difference between the two customary ‘Big Men’ in chapter 7 is illustrative: where during 
the post-conflict donor intervention this detailed ‘cultural’ knowledge appeared to be of 
secondary importance (Acana admitted himself not being an expert), Yusuf Adek as well 
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as many other current chiefs draw their respect and legitimacy by this particular 
knowledge on for example the performance of rituals. The register of the ‘authentic’ is 
being displayed in a very visible and explicit way in the different cultural events or 
festivals that I have described in this dissertation. Where during the post-conflict period 
‘custom’ became the central register from which their position was being constructed, 
introversion requires the possibility to draw from registers of what is referred to as the 
‘real’ custom. 
The repertoires of authenticity also imply an explicit resistance to donors sometimes, as 
NGOs are represented to have a negative influence of custom, ‘corrupting’ it with foreign 
influences. Yet, we have observed how there is a strong contradiction between discourse 
and practice here. This discursive resistance to external influences does not restrain chiefs 
to continue to draw on donor and NGO languages, as their documentation or chiefdom 
project visions illustrate. Even if they are no longer there, NGO’s continue to influence 
customary repertoires. Related to the register of the authentic, is the register of ‘returning 
to the past’. Kyed & Buur (2006) have demonstrated that this rhetoric of the past, and the 
articulation of ‘tradition’, ‘roots’ etc. is part of a wider process of modernisation and /or 
a reaction to these process within the wider context of globalisation (Kyed & Buur 2006, 
p. 1). In their mechanism of ‘introversion’, some chiefs use the rhetoric of ‘returning’ to 
the pre-war customary positions. However, there is of course no such thing as a pre-war 
society that re-emerges after the conflict post conflict interventions have come to an end. 
The present (which looks radically different from the past after decades of war and 
external intervention) proves difficult to navigate, as I have observed during my research. 
Many chiefs appear being somewhat stuck, engaging in introversion, while at the same 
time somewhat holding on to extraversion mechanisms, unable to produce new 
repertoires or mechanisms that are adapted to the changed context.  
I have demonstrated in this dissertation that chiefly authority is not only instructed from 
the outside, by outside narratives, resources and agendas, but today also mostly from the 
inside. Successful introversion (as in customary authority locally legitimised) relies on 
performative chiefs, who actively and visibly engage in their chiefdoms. Rwodi need to 
prove their presence, vision and capacity through practices that speak to the everyday 
demands of the communities. These demands are informed by the current political and 
socio-economic challenges faced in peoples’ livelihoods and life-worlds in post-post 
conflict Acholiland, with the most recurrent issue being the issue of land. Moral 
authority, or customary authority that is in line with dominant moral registers (defining 
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what is good and evil, wrong or right in the respective communities) (see for example 
Allen 2015) is a requirement for successful introversion. This is in contrast with the 
previous ‘political arena’, with the emergence of the Acholi Paramount chief Acana as the 
ultimate outcome of the donor-driven post-conflict (re)-construction of public authority. 
By his involvement in land grabbing, in KKAs corruption scandals and in politics, he 
represents the antipode of this moral authority.  
Finally, it is important to stress that introversion is not simply about ‘going back to 
tradition’ by reinforcing the traditional-modern binaries. Although these binaries are 
very present in narratives on custom and chiefship (for example people would talk about 
modern and tradition chiefs, using these registers), it is important to understand that 
introversion is about mobilising these and different other registers in a way that is 
reinforcing their affected moral position.  
9.3. Being a Chief and Remaining a Chief: on Customary ‘Resilience’ 
Introversion was an outcome of the individual strategies deployed by rwodi to negotiate 
their position under changing conditions. My analysis of chiefs carving out their political 
space in the post-post conflict arena, was inspired by the academic literature on 
customary adaptation and navigation capacities (van Rouveroy-van Nieuwaal & Van dijk 
1999; Albrecht 2017). The current changes in northern Uganda’s donor landscape present 
a situation of profound ‘instability’, in which customary chiefs, ‘in order to face up the 
possibility of constant rearrangements of the power configuration, (…) are perpetually 
obliged to take new initiatives (Bierschenk et al. 2002, p. 14). The research has 
demonstrated that these initiatives involve drawing on different practices, resources and 
languages, confirming the many studies on historical customary adaptation mechanisms 
I found in the literature. And indeed, I observed, just like the Comaroffs (2018) that 
‘precisely the eagerness with which so many chiefs situate themselves within that order, 
makes their struggle to maintain moral authority, and all its traditional adornments, all 
the more crucial’ (p. 71). 
Yet, my findings also pointed to the fact that chiefly capacities to negotiate these changes, 
are not unlimited. From observing the ways in which customary authority ‘survives’ the 
transition from the post- to the post-post conflict arena, I cannot but put a critical nuance 
at notions of ‘resilience’ and ‘tactical capabilities’ that dominate the narratives on the 
ever-adapting customary chiefs (van Rouveroy-van Nieuwaal & Van Dijk 1999). The 
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insights from my research thus contribute to an alternative view of prevailing academic 
narratives on the resurgence of customary authority in Africa. To analyse the way in 
which chiefs cope with the current reconfigurations, this ‘tactical’ capability to endless 
adaptivity seems to be a bit of an over-estimation, and an over-emphasis of chiefs’ own 
agency. I see rwodi struggling to access the needed resources and registers to claim their 
authority and ‘stabilise their power’ (Buur & Kyed 2006). I see a process of constant trial 
and error. Remaining a chief, securing this power and authority, is not a matter of course, 
but is becoming hard in the current situation. In his study on chiefs in Zambia, van 
Binsbergen observed how the collaboration with NGOs had resulted in ‘impotent, 
folklorisation if not annihilation of chieftainship’ (Van Binsbergen 1999, p. 102). The case 
of Uganda is not as extreme. Rwodi remain relevant actors of governance and public 
authority, as evidence demonstrates. But ‘remaining a chief’, and the abilities to 
‘assemblage different sources of authority’ (Buur & Kyed 2006) depends on several 
factors, which can be very different from chief to chief. Much depends on improvisation, 
trial and error, rather than tactical decisions. But these improvisations, are in itself worth 
investigation, as my research has shown. They provide original insights in the diverse 
everyday realities of producing public authority and chiefship. And maybe, ‘the very 
different and often improvised ways in which they handle this balancing act could well 
be a critical factor in understanding the distinctly varied fate of the [customary] 
institution today.’ (Geschiere 2018).   
Individual agency has thus been key to look into. What we observe, is that after a phase 
of institutionalisation, where chiefly authority evolved from the individual into the 
collective and centralised, now we have again reached a phase of (re)-individualisation. 
By the process of institutionalisation, Acholi chiefs had been collectively organised 
through an internationally funded, centralised administrative body (KKA). Today, chiefs 
increasingly returned to their individual position and individual coping mechanisms. 
One of the questions at the start of the research was to understand how the transition 
from the post- to the post-post conflict arena has impacted chiefs’ brokerage roles. 
Brokerage positions are indeed key in chiefs’ navigation strategies to be chiefs and remain 
chiefs. But as van Rouveroy-van Nieuwaal (1999) has shown: the room to manoeuvre as 
a broker, and to secure this position, depends on the resources at their disposal. To remain 
a chief, the resources of rwodi in current-day Acholiland can no longer be found brokering 
between transitional justice donor-budgets and ‘war affected’ communities. In the 
absence of large economic investments for example, alternative ‘sites’ and resources to 
broker (as is the case in some of the literature) are not (yet) found. In the absence of 
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material resources, the rwodi seem to have gone back from real brokering to mere 
mediating, being the intermediate without really getting much benefits out of it.  
As such, this dissertation aimed to speak to the theory of chiefship, adding a dynamics 
and critical approach to chiefs’ own agency by highlighting the impact of power 
dynamics within changing political arenas. While chiefs try to carve out their political 
space, the size of that space changes and can be rather limited.  
9.4. The politics of custom: the issue of land 
If custom takes the form of a ‘political resource’ (Comaroff & Comaroff 2018), then my 
research has pointed to the fact that rwodi’s position in access to land seems crucial in this 
regard (which, we have observed, is not new). With the notion of the politics of custom, 
is meant the way in which customary authority is achieved through ‘capacities of rulers 
to mobilise the customary as fungible, political resources, in order to control flows of 
wealth in tangible assets, territory and people’ (Comaroff & Comaroff p. 19). At the start 
of my research, I decided not explicitly to focus on land conflicts, as I perceived it as one 
of these over-researched topics in Acholiland. It is one of these ‘classics’ in research at the 
Ghent department of Conflict & Development, and I thought it not to be very original to 
make it a main inquiry of my research. There are several studies that document the issue 
of land conflicts in northern Uganda (Adelman & Peterman 2014; Branch 2013; Hopwood 
2017) and at Gulu University, a number of researchers already study these as well. 
Further, studies have been conducted in order to better critically understand the role, 
position and legitimacy of customary actors in historical and contemporary practices of 
land governance (Atkinson 2017; Hopwood & Atkinson 2013).  
However, land appears to be at the centre of contemporary customary authority, and 
shows how this authority needs to be understood beyond the figure of the chief. Land 
and conflict mediation, in the post-post conflict arena, seems somehow to have replaced 
transitional justice of the post-conflict arena as a main customary ‘service’ requested from 
customary leaders and being provided in exchange for legitimacy. The topic of land can 
for example serve as a lens to investigate the position of customary leaders in networks 
of patronage and politics, but also to investigate where, in which actors and practices 
customary knowledge is precisely located. If introversion is about being able to properly 
and effectively provide answers to the needs of the community, land is definitely at the 
centre of these demand in contemporary northern Uganda. I realise now, when analysing 
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the findings, that more research was/is needed to understand the true value of land as a 
customary resource that can be mobilised politically. Since land is a very valuable 
resource, the stakes in brokering access to it can be high. And since rwodi represent 
important gate-keepers to land, this is an arena in which they can continue their 
brokerage roles. Not only do these matters concern large multinationals trying to grab 
land, it also concerns politicians (Kobusingye et al. 2016). Land is a highly political asset, 
and is thus a critical arena for chiefs to navigate in. We have seen that the issue of 
politisation negatively affects chiefs’ public authority. At the same time, it confirms 
chiefs’ position in patronage networks.  
9.5. Directions for Further Research 
Another issue that requires more research, is the relationship between customary 
authorities and other sources of public authority. My research has demonstrated that 
rwodi’s position, authority and legitimacy is shaped by their interaction with the Ugandan 
state. This has always been the case, for customary authority throughout the whole of 
Africa (van Rouveroy-van Nieuwaal 1999). This relationship is characterised by mutual, 
dependence, and the levels of this dependence are dynamic and change over time. In the 
post-post conflict arena, the part of customary authorities in governance provision and 
the provision of order, justice and security has been reduced in the advantage of the 
regime compared to the conflict and post-conflict period. For particular cases, people still 
prefer to reach out to the rwot instead of going reaching out to the state apparatus, but in 
general, their position as public service providers has dropped. Some chiefdoms heavily 
draw on registers and repertoires of the state and stateness to operationalise their 
functions, and to imagine their chiefdom visions. However, I would not say chiefs really 
compete with the state for public authority. The room for real competition is rather small. 
Chiefs (not all of them, but many) do not have much resources on their disposal, and are 
rather dependent on the state, instead of the other way around. But a general observation 
is that we should not under- nor overestimate the so called ‘co-optation’ of chiefs by the 
state. The regime exercises its influence (as well as the opposition politicians) but some 
chiefs also operate indifferently.  
The research has not properly investigated the relation to other sources of public 
authority, such as the religious leaders. This would present an interesting and important 
further direction of investigation, as churches or priests partly draw on very similar moral 
registers of authority to those of the customary leaders. They represent dominant actors 
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in shaping the moral and social norms and values. From a historical perspective, this 
relationship is extremely interesting to further develop upon. Current born-again 
approaches to culture (as being satanic) and their approach to traditional rituals, could 
be an interesting entry-point of study. 
As already pointed out earlier, the research also failed in integrating a gender-perspective 
in this research. The role of women in the construction of customary authority is largely 
missing from this research. I observed contrasting processes, events and dynamics with 
regards to women’s roles in custom while doing my fieldwork. Women for example form 
part of the councils of elders, but some chiefs blatantly claim that ‘women are not 
interested in cultural issues’ or other generalisations which position women as 
completely ‘out of the picture’. When the rwot of Patiko passed away in March 2017, 
without leaving a son as an heir (his only son had long passed on was well), one Member 
of Parliament, while at the burial, suggested that one of the chiefs’ daughters should 
succeed him. As expected, this was met with a lot of criticism and resistance, mostly from 
the elderly, while other people did not seem to find this problematic. Studies on 
witchcraft, for example, have pointed to the role of the ajwaka (Allen 2015). In my 
research, however, I have preferred not to engage myself in studying the issue of 
witchcraft. The new interest in non-chiefly forms of ‘authority which is customary’ 
should be an incentive to look at the construction of public authority beyond the figure 
of the rwot. Currently developed literature by Atkinson (2017; 2018) amongst others, 
equally point to the importance of this. 
Finally, analysing customary authority in post-post aid landscapes with the help of the 
analytical framework of extraversion and introversion forms a rather modest 
contribution to the theory on the relation between external aid and public authority in 
Africa. The notion of introversion needs however further development, probably by 
evidence generated by further research.  
9.6. Directions for Policy Relevance 
Although the research has no explicit policy angle to it, it evolves around issues of aid, 
peacebuilding and governance. Where the first aim of this work is to contribute to 
academic debates enabling our understanding of customary authority, the research may 
also be instructive and informative to those external actors (of any kind) who are involved 
in collaboration with customary authorities.  
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My research has demonstrated the outcomes of protracted humanitarianism and 
peacebuilding interventions on the transformation of customary leadership and 
legitimacy. It may help external actors intervening in conflict and post-conflict settings 
such as in the case of Uganda, to understand the effects of post-constrict reconstruction 
programmes on societal power-relations. By reinforcing or supporting actors to take up 
governance roles, donor agencies hope to have a long-term (positive) impact, but follow 
up is rarely provided, especially over such a long term. It makes sense to invest more 
research in the question ‘what after’.  
External actors, while engaging with the cultural institution and with individual rwodi, 
(for example on the issue of land, gender, development or other) should be aware of their 
internal political power relations. The ‘cultural institution’ in northern Uganda has often 
been approached in an apolitical way, but we need to understand that rwodi are part of 
broader political arenas, with mutually dependent relationships and relationships of 
influence with other actors, such as political elites. Further, the ‘gatekeeper’ position of 
chiefs, to broker the access of donors to communities and vice versa should be equally 
understood from this political approach. This research can only stress once more that 
those agents providing aid, should fully be aware bout the impacts of their aid becoming 
a political resource, used for the legitimation of different governance actors.  
Further, this research should demonstrate to external partners the contradictions that 
often occur between discourse and practice when NGO’s partner with rwodi on the issue 
of human rights. Finally, whoever engages with the customary authorities, should 
recognise their diversity. It is often impossible to talk about ‘the chiefs’ in generalised 
terms, since internal variation is immense.  
The diverse expressions of customary authority and rwotship are an integral part of the 
political landscape of Acholiland and play an important role in the ongoing 
reconfigurations of governance and power. The rwot is an interesting angle from which 
to study public authority, since chiefs occupy unique brokerage positions between 
several powerful actors in changing political arenas. The rwodi remain important actors 
to look into, to understand the current post-post conflict political arena.  
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